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Abstract 
This depth-module project takes its point of departure in Kenyan environmentalist and human 
rights spokesperson Wangari Maathai’s memoir Unbowed which encompasses the whole span of 
Maathai’s life and details the developmental efforts that ultimately earned her the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 2004. With reference specifically to Charles Taylor and his concepts of recognition, the 
project addresses the way in which Wangari Maathai has structured the memoir, her rhetorical 
and linguistic means of argumentation, and how she turns her whole body of writing into a 
single - but very convincing - argument for a responsible and holistic approach to nation-
building in Kenya. 
 
The project includes historical context material that introduces the reader to the specific post-
colonial setting of Kenyan society and calls attention to the multi-facetted and complex nature 
of contemporary Kenya – a country profoundly influenced and marked by its colonial past but 
also by post-colonial misgovernance. By drawing upon the theories of post-colonial writers 
Frantz Fanon and Homi K. Bhabha, a conceptual framework for addressing post-colonial 
issues is developed and both micro-level and macro-level issues of colonialism and post-
colonialism are addressed. The theoretical chapters detail the individual and collective effects of 
colonialism, hints at possible means of unification and liberation, and furthermore tabs into 
some of the main problems involved with the emergence of a social consciousness in the 
aftermath of colonialism. As Kenyan history has proved independence might ultimately end up 
giving way to a new modality of oppression.  
 
Focusing very specifically on the memoir Unbowed, the analysis deals with those instances 
where Wangari Maathai – in either subtle of obvious ways – addresses the development of the 
post-colonial Kenyan society, her cultural heritage, the effects of colonialism, and the 
environmental issues that lie at the heart of her organization The Green Belt Movement. The 
analysis explicates how Wangari Maathai manages to build a convincing argument through a 
strategy of very diplomatic and nuanced perspectives on Kenyan development legitimating 
subsequent criticism. It also clarifies that the main problem in Kenya is the disempowerment, 
alienation and division of the Kenyan people and that her visions for a democratic Kenya are 
based on individual empowerment, responsibility and a national sense of common purpose. 
The discussion elevates the questions of disempowerment, division, individual and collective 
responsibility to encompass the theoretical reflections of Homi K. Bhabha and his notions of 
cultural hybridity and the Third Space. By delving into these theoretical notions and their 
relevance in terms of Kenyan development, a need for national unification across divisive 
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ethnic differences and a creation of a social and political awareness amongst the Kenyan 
population is argued to be very central to Kenyan development. 
 
The conclusion of the project is that Wangari Maathai, with her Green Belt Movement-
affiliation and in writing Unbowed, has indeed grasped some of the most important issues that 
stand in the way of post-colonial development and nation-building. She has understood that 
Kenya’s complex ethnic nature necessitates deliberate measures in terms of national unification 
and she has aided significantly in narrating a new Kenya. The point is that initiatives which 
empower the Kenyan people; make them socially and politically conscious; instil in them a 
sense of pride, potentiality and national belonging; encourage them to settle cultural and ethnic 
differences; and stimulate in them a sense of common purpose are crucial. According to 
Maathai, Kenyan development starts with the individual and she herself is a shining example of 
this idea.              
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Chapter 1:  
Introduction 
Throughout history, colonialism – the practice by which a powerful country exerts control and 
sovereignty over another country – has proved to be a profound phenomenon in terms of 
influence, longevity, and geographical scope. To some extent, all continents have been touched 
by colonization and, as such, colonialism is responsible for massive historical changes. The Inka 
and Aztek civilizations of South America aggressively sought to expand their empires 
throughout their history of reign, as did the Mongolian civilization in Asia during the 13th 
century. The colonizing efforts of powerful European countries such as France, Portugal, Spain 
and not least Britain have extended in scope to include most of the world.  
 
Colonialism brings about changes that are profound in many ways. It is responsible for 
comprehensive alterations in the psyche and living-conditions of the individual colonized 
subject and on the collective level it is the cause of severe societal, cultural and structural 
changes. As a result, native civilizations and indigenous cultures have been severely altered and 
others yet have literally perished. Exploitation, oppression, degradation, acculturation, slavery, 
and deprivation collectively comprise the legacy of colonialism and continue to haunt affected 
countries and peoples. Even today as most colonial supremacy ties have been severed and 
nations have been liberated from the grasp of the colonizing mother countries, the effects of 
colonialism are apparent. As modern history in Africa has proven, achieving liberty far from 
guarantees improved living-conditions for indigenous peoples, and the tiring efforts of nation-
building that ensue are in no way easily dealt with. 
 
In Kenya, nationalist struggles lead to independence in 1963 but the country remains marked - 
and in some ways debilitated – by colonialism. In the post-colonial realm of Kenyan history, 
democracy has only recently come to the fore, and though societal and social issues are slowly 
being absorbed into the political consciousness of the nation the living-conditions and civil 
rights of the individual Kenyan citizens continue to suffer. Wangari Muta Maathai, the 2004 
Nobel Peace Prize winner, has written a memoir which portrays her life as a political and 
environmental activist in post-colonial Kenya. It is an inspirational and inspiriting ode to hope 
and optimism in a country where the oppression of the colonizers eventually ends up giving 
way to another modality of oppression: that of the post-colonial regime. 
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Problem Definition 
Wangari Maathai; a Kenyan writer, environmental and social rights spokesperson, and Nobel 
Peace Prize winner, is the author of the autobiography Unbowed, which details the life of 
Maathai as well as the cultural, historical, societal and political environment of colonial and 
post-colonial Kenya. With reference to Kenyan history, and by analyzing the overarching 
discourse as well as the rhetorical means and linguistic tools employed by Wangari Maathai in 
Unbowed, we wish to shed light on some of the most dominant issues of nation-building in the 
post-colonial context. This leads us naturally to the following problem definition: 
 
What are the most pervasive problems of post-colonial Kenyan development identified by 
Wangari Maathai in Unbowed and how does she develop and construct her social, political, and 
environmental arguments throughout Unbowed with regards to these problems?  
 
Furthermore, what means of societal, political, and environmental redemption does she suggest 
in terms of overcoming the divisive legacy of Kenya’s colonial past and the misgovernance of 
the post-colonial regimes? 
 
 
Chapter 2: Methodology 
In the following we will present the reader with an exposition of the underlying methodology of 
this depth module project. In doing so, we hope to explicate in precise terms what the basic 
intentions of this project are in terms of the linkage between contextual perspective, theory, and 
analysis.  
 
Since the overarching aim of this depth module project is an analysis of Wangari Maathai’s 
book Unbowed, A memoir, we intend to establish a utile basis for interpretation via the 
construction of a theoretical and contextual framework. In order to understand more fully the 
universe of Wangari Maathai’s writing, the fundamental structure of this project is based on 
three different bodies of theoretical and contextual writings, which represent different analytical 
perspectives and possibilities in terms of understanding and interpretation; the theoretical 
chapters will encompass reflections on the specificities and characteristics of the literary genre 
of the memoir, and secondly provide reflections on post-colonial theory – particularly regarding 
national culture and nation-building. Finally, the contextual chapter – detailing some of the 
most significant historical events in Unbowed will provide clarification and perspective in terms 
of the specific history of Kenyan society.  
WANGARI MAATHAI   6/125 
 
 
 
Collectively these chapters will enable an in-depth textual analysis of Unbowed revealing 
important aspects of post-colonial nation-building, national culture as well as the underlying 
narrative intentions and ideologies of Wangari Maathai’s memoir.   
 
Theory 
In our analysis of Kenya and the current post-colonial situation we focus on Wangari Maathai’s 
memoir Unbowed  in order to understand her as a product of Kenya history. However, to be 
able to analyze Maathai we have to understand the nature of the memoir as a medium in order 
to grasp the implications of this genre.  
 
By analyzing Unbowed with specific reference to the literary medium chosen by Wangari Maathai 
in order to convey her messages, we will try to shed some light on the intentions behind writing 
a memoir. We will first delve into the genre of the memoir and the autobiography in order to 
elucidate the most pervasive characteristics and peculiarities of these two types of literary work. 
This will enable us to position Unbowed within the premises of the genre, and thereafter carry 
out a deeper inspection of the intentions, messages and aims involved with her writing a 
memoir. In this connection, we will give special attention to Charles Taylor’s concepts of 
recognition and common purpose, as these concepts are closely linked with the construction of 
both individual and communal identities. These issues are very central in Unbowed.  
 
In trying to identify the basic philosophy of the memoir, we will examine the structure of the 
book, her rhetorical tools, as well as any apparent statements of intent and purpose.. We will 
also try to reveal some of the less obvious intentions by analyzing specific words and linguistic 
tools that Maathai uses to color different issues. These linguistic tools are important in that they 
reveal how she tries to get her message through in a more subjective way.  
 
In the analysis of Unbowed as a literary work, we also wish to uncover the overarching themes of 
her memoir, such as acknowledgment, a voice of hope and empowerment, political and 
ideological aspirations, views on colonization and the processes of decolonization, and the 
creation of a new nation. 
 
Since the empirical body of textual material that we aim to analyze in this depth module project 
is produced and situated in a colonial setting it must be understood with reference to a colonial 
- and more specifically a post-colonial – context. Because this is the case, we will draw heavily 
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on the theoretical works of some of the most prominent theoretical minds within the academic 
field of post-colonialism. We do this in the hopes that it may enable us to elaborate more 
perceptively, astutely, and universally on the whole problem of colonialism and that it may put 
the Kenyan experience – and specifically that of Wangari Maathai and the memoir Unbowed – 
into its rightful context.  
  
The post-colonial theoretical chapters will mainly draw upon theorists Frantz Fanon (1925-
1961) and Homi K. Bhabha (1949- ) who are both considered some of the most influential 
contributors to their specific fields. We draw upon these two theorists specifically because they 
represent perspectives on colonialism that cohere very distinctly with the colonial setting and 
developments in Kenya. Frantz Fanon – who adopts a marginalized view – represents both an 
individual micro-level perspective as well as a collective and macro-level perspective. In terms 
of our analysis, he is instrumental in that his theories on the subject level illuminate the various 
cognitive and psychological changes necessary with regards to overcoming the trauma, 
paralysis, and inertia inflicted by colonialism that ultimately stand in the way of the relevant 
processes of liberation. Since revolutionary struggle is fundamentally a bottom-up phenomenon 
and because a collective cognitive shift towards a consciousness of revolution starts with the 
individual, the psycho-existential perspective of Fanon, particularly in Black Skin, White Masks, 
is of relevance. 
      
On the macro-level Fanon’s theories explore the importance of the development of a national-
culture and the challenges involved with unifying the people against the oppressors. Here we 
will draw heavily on The Wretched of the Earth – Fanon’s handbook on processes of colonial 
liberation written out of his own experiences with the Algerian Revolution. In this book Fanon 
explores the role culture plays as a means of social unification and ideological cohesion in the 
ongoing struggles to overthrow colonial rule. This will be of particular value to us with regards 
to understanding and examining the challenges involved with mobilizing the people toward 
national struggles. Furthermore, it will put into perspective the efforts of Wangari Maathai and 
her organization the Green Belt Movement.  
 
Also on the macro-level, Fanon’s theories about post-colonial nation-building will be recounted 
and mediated. They pertain specifically to the challenges (and dangers) of political, societal, and 
structural uncertainty brought into existence by the vacuum of post-independence. These 
theories will be of value to us, in our analysis of the political and societal developments in post-
colonial Kenya and Wangari Maathai’s tireless and arduous struggle for the introduction of 
genuine democracy.  
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Homi K. Bhabha, with his notion of cultural hybridity and the third space, represents a relevant 
theoretical perspective on how cultural difference might be negotiated and how cultural 
heterogeneity might come to be accepted and nurtured in complex post-colonial settings in 
which multiple ethnic and cultural formations exist. In terms of analyzing the present situation 
in Kenya, and specifically the problems dealt with in Unbowed of overcoming ethnic differences, 
Bhabha’s notion of the third space – of creating a platform or a space for the mediation and 
distribution of cultural difference – is of relevance. Bhabha’s theories are especially relevant in 
light of the fact that a lack of cross-cultural understanding and problems of tribalism have 
plagued post-colonial Kenya immensely and therefore also take up considerable space in 
Unbowed.  
 
Historical Context  
Wangari Maathai is a ‘product’ of the environment in which she was brought up and she is 
therefore highly influenced by both her African/Kikuyu cultural heritage and the 
British/Western influence. Since Maathai's life spans both colonial and post-colonial Kenyan 
history, it is important to have an outline of Kenya’s historical, political, cultural and social 
development not only from the period corresponding to Maathais's life, but from the time the 
many different ethnic groups of current day Kenyafirst came into contact with Europeans.  
 
To learn more about Kenya's history, we will draw mainly on R. Mugo Gatheru’s Kenya: From 
Colonization to Independence, 1888-1970, and on Makau Mutua Kenya’s Quest for Democracy: Taming 
Leviathan, relying also on inputs from various additional sources. We will also present some 
general aspects of Kenya’s culture and customs, moving to some specific cultural characteristics 
of the Kikuyu, Maathai's ethnic group.  
 
With this background information, we will be able to appreciate more fully the contextual 
implications of Maathai’s life and analyze how Maathai uses her personal experiences and 
opinions in relation to different historical and socio-cultural aspects of Kenyan society as a 
framework to sustain her environmental, social and political ideals. 
 
Textual Analysis 
Since our primary body of empirical data is of a literary character, a concrete textual analysis will 
be central to our purpose and intentions. The textual analysis will draw heavily on the 
respective theories and key concepts outlined in the theoretical chapters in terms of identifying 
relevant themes and revealing Maathai’s communicative means of addressing those themes. In 
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addition, the body of contextual material regarding Kenya’s political and societal history will be 
employed. To achieve a more transparent form of analysis, we aim at analyzing the text 
thematically and organizing it in close correspondence with the structure of theoretical 
chapters. By doing so, we hope to accomplish a functional and comprehensible argumentative 
and structural progression.      
 
The first thing we will analyze is Unbowed viewed in relation to the life of Wangari Maathai and 
any apparent or covert expression of personal, political, and societal visions in the memoir. This 
is the autobiographical part of the analysis, and it will encompass reflections on self-
representation, recognition, and promotion – in other words, the personal quest and 
motivational grounds. Furthermore, it will delve into any attempted establishment of common 
purpose and goal, and examine the book as one argument; building a convincing case or point 
with regards to Kenyan development. This, in turn, is the political and societal component of 
the autobiographical part of the textual analysis.      
  
With regards to the overarching theme of nation-building (and nationalism), we intend to 
establish a division between the individual and collective perspectives represented in Unbowed. 
On the individual plane, we will draw specifically upon lines, phrases, and arguments that deal 
with the psycho-existential aspects of history, culture, self-esteem, and national consciousness. 
These aspects of radical importance, in terms of generating a sense of common purpose and 
hope in the individual, will be dealt with by looking specifically at Wangari Maathai’s personal 
and intra-personal experiences with colonialism as well as her work with The Green Belt 
Movement. This part of the analysis will draw heavily on theories set forth by Frantz Fanon in 
Black Skin, White Masks, since they effectively shed light on basic existential problems incurred 
by colonialism. 
  
On the collective plane, we wish to go into depth with the concepts of national culture, national 
unification, democracy, as well as the problems of ethnicity and post-colonialism. This part of 
the textual analysis will draw mainly upon Fanon’s theories in The Wretched of the Earth and 
Homi Bhabha’s notions of cultural hybridity, liminality, and the third space.  
 
 
WANGARI MAATHAI   10/125 
 
 
Chapter 3: Theory 
Memoir and Autobiography 
In the following we will look at theory pertaining to the memoir to find out what the definitions 
and traits of this genre are and what is normally the purpose when writing a memoir. We will do 
so in order to find out what Maathai’s intentions might be, and to find out if Maathai actually 
follows the norms of a memoir, and if so how. 
 
What is a Memoir? 
When looking at the genre Memoir, let us start by examining the etymology of the word.  It 
derives from the Latin word Memoria, which means memory; a note written in order to 
remember. The specific disposition of the memoir is that it may only tell the story of a finite 
span of time, which can be any period of time, within the subject’s life, and it does not 
necessarily follow a sequence of events. Its character is subjective and reflective and it will 
usually focus on the individual’s memories, feelings, moods, and experiences. Its main focus is 
the present, but is most likely fragmented with flash backs and flash forwards.1 
 
The memoir usually deals with public matters, rather than personal ones, and it directs attention 
more towards the lives and actions of others than to the narrator. Memoirs tended to be written 
by politicians or people in court society, but later on  military leaders and businessmen 
commenced writing memoirs too. The memoir often deals exclusively with the writer's career 
rather than his or her private life, and  focuses on activities of historical importance, which 
theorists Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson refer to as the secular memoir.2 
     
Memoirs may appear less structured and less encompassing than formal autobiographical works 
and as Lee Quinby argues; “They promote an ‘I’ that is explicitly constituted in the reports of 
the utterances and proceedings of others. The ‘I’ or subjectivity produced in memoirs is 
externalized and […] dialogical”. On the other hand, Quinby says, there is the autobiography 
that “promotes an ‘I’ that has an assumed interiority and an ethical mandate to examine that 
interiority.”3  
 
                                                 
1 Elias, Camelia, ‘I’ is another: Autobiography across genres 
2 Smith, Sidonie & Watson, Julia, 2001:198 
3 Elias, Camelia, ‘I’ is another: Autobiography across genres 
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That is, when talking about life narratives, the memoir and the autobiography are used 
interchangeably, but, as the difference exemplified by Quinby has pointed out, distinctions are 
relevant. Maathai has called her book a memoir but has used traits that do not seem to 
correspond with this genre. We will therefore also take a look at the autobiography as a genre to 
detect the differences between the two types of genres. In this way we strive to approach an 
understanding as to why Maathai uses a mix of the two genres.   
 
What is an Autobiography? 
Autobiography is made up of three Greek words; graphein which means ‘write’, bios which means 
‘life’, and autos meaning ‘self’4, which entails a life that is written about by that subject. The 
autobiography is hence understood to be an account of a person’s life written by that person. 
The author is often looking back in old age comprising a collection of events to give a 
description of his or her life. It is usually a chronological, narrative account and usually it details 
the events of the narrator’s entire life from childhood to adulthood and old age, dealing with an 
earlier period of time from the perspective of a relatively fixed later point. The autobiography 
seeks to find coherence in the past and the author relates his or her life story to crucial 
historical events. In this context the author offers personal evaluations on actions and 
speculates on the significance of certain events.5 
 
Furthermore, the autobiography deals with facts, claiming to be objective, and thus opposing 
the subjective character of the memoir. Gore Vidal gave a personal description in his own 
memoir “Palimpsest”; “A memoir is how one remembers one's own life, while an 
autobiography is history, requiring research, dates, facts double-checked.”6 Philippe Lejeune, 
however, defined the autobiography as; “A retrospective prose narrative produced by a real 
person concerning his own existence, focusing on his individual life, in particular on the 
development of his personality.”7 The focus here is on the art of introspection, which is 
conditioned on the process of selecting, ordering, and integrating a writer’s lived experiences.8 
The process is thus also subjective and cannot be seen as entirely objective even though the 
description of events might strive to be as objective as possible. This means that no description 
or life narrative can ever be fully objective, but merely strive to follow facts that, regarding the 
subjectivity of selection, are more or less objective. The autobiography, nonetheless, tries to be 
                                                 
4 http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/autobiography#Etymology 
5 http://www.npusc.k12.in.us/high_school/languagearts/Characteristics%20of%20Nonfiction.pdf 
6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Memoir 
7 Lejeune, 1982:193 
8 Northrop, 1957 
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objective thus contrasting the memoir that contains descriptions of events taken out of a 
person’s memory.  
 
Lejeune talks about a pact between the three faces of the autobiographer; being the protagonist, 
who will be the book; the narrator, who writes and selects; and lastly the author him or herself, 
whose life is being portrayed. As one can never encapsulate every aspect of any person and 
“negotiated” will have to take place and the author will have to be deeply self-reflective. At the 
end of the day, the argument is that the practice of writing an autobiography is a practice of 
self-representation.9  
 
Looking at our definition of the autobiography, the purpose of writing one, must be to make an 
account of one’s life and secondly to develop one’s personality through introspection and self-
reflection. The purpose of the memoir, on the other hand, is to remember and most often to 
portray a career focusing on activities of historical importance. Both genres are subjective 
writings, seeing as all descriptions entail selecting and deselecting, but the nature of the 
autobiography is considered to be more objective as it requires facts and research, whereas the 
memoir is characterized by its personal descriptions. Nonetheless, as Rodolphe Gasché argues 
in Autobiography and the Problem of the Subject, the life narrative constitutes the “venture” of “a 
subject in search of identity.”10 The purpose of the autobiography, however, is also like the 
memoir to write of the self for others to read. The author needs an audience, to ensure 
rememberance of his or her life. There is a need for recognition of the self and of the life of 
that person. The question to ask then, is whether recognition of the self is actually as 
fundamental to human beings as the many autobiographies and memoirs written seem to 
indicate. Is that the motivation behind Wangari Maathai’s Unbowed?  
 
Recognition 
As we just established, the nature of an autobiography/memoir is to demonstrate what we 
ourselves think we have made of ourselves and it is part of telling others what we have been 
recognized for, in order to show others ‘who we are’ and ‘where we come from’. It can be a 
deliberate effort of acquiring recognition for a lifetime of actions and in this way show the 
world who the author is and what he or she should be recognized for. The stories the narrator 
tells create an understanding of him or her that constructs a full person. She is molding her 
identity through different stories represented in the autobiography. The creation of identity is 
                                                 
9 Smith & Watson, 2001:14 
10 MLN Vol. 97:1045-1063  
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crucial for the existence of a person, as every person needs an identity to exist and to be part of 
a society. But your identity needs an approval of others to be legitimated.   
 
To define your identity you need recognition. If no one accepts your identity, you cannot say 
that this is who you are because you live within a society alongside other people who project an 
understanding of you and who you are. So what you see in others regarding yourself is your 
identity within that society; their perception of you is what is mirrored back to you. In 
Multiculturalism and ‘The Politics of Recognition’ Charles Taylor argues that human life has a 
fundamental dialogical character, because to begin with you need the world of languages to 
define yourself, as it is only when you articulate your “inner true nature” that you actualize 
yourself. Basically, we only become full human agents, capable of understanding ourselves, and 
hence of defining our identities, through the acquisition of human languages of expression. 
These expressions include the languages of art, of gestures, of love and so forth and we can 
only learn these modes of expression through exchanges with others.11 So our identity is 
formed through the interaction with “significant others” and our original identity is thus 
vulnerable to the recognition given or withheld by significant others.12 Recognition is the key 
word when talking about identity, as “we define our identity always in dialogue with, sometimes 
in struggle against, the things our significant others want to see in us.”13 
 
To comprehend how this understanding of identity and the self comes about, we have to go 
back in history. 
 
The Establishment of  Recognition 
It has not always been the case that you yourself were part of defining yourself, as outer 
circumstances and hierarchical social roles had much more to say. In the 18th century 
Enlightenment brought about a great subjective schism, which meant that people were now 
being perceived as rational beings, who found their identity within themselves and not outside. 
The social hierarchy collapsed and identity was no longer a given. Before, the system had used 
inequality to distribute society’s resources to those who belonged to the upper part of society – 
those few respected individuals endowed with inherited titles. This system was now being 
destroyed by a new notion of morality connected to equality and by the concept of identity 
stemming from within.  
                                                 
11 Taylor, 1992:31 
12 George Herbert Mead in Taylor 1992:32 
13 Taylor, 1992:33 
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What came along with this new view on inner identity was the modern notion of equal dignity, 
which was grounded on the assumptions that all human beings have an inner identity or an 
inner potentiality that they must be true to and that should be respected in all humans. It was 
an egalitarian concept of the dignity of human beings and of the dignity of the citizen; one that 
took it for granted that everybody has equal citizenship and that amoral sense came from 
within. Jean Jacque Rousseau described this morality as a voice of nature within every person 
that he or she had to listen to. This was mainly so because it was believed that one’s moral 
sense was a consciousness deriving from inner feelings which told you what was right and what 
was wrong and how to act rightly towards other human beings.14 Subsequently the ”respect” 
you enjoyed, depended on you being true to your inner identity and upholding the new law of 
inner dignity towards others and yourself. Every human was in possession of this sense, but not 
every human listened to or respected it. Your identity was hence very much judged according to 
your dignity which came into existence on the basis of the way you treated others. You had to 
listen to your true self and not being let astray by instincts. So identity – and others respect – 
was now something each person had to achieve. This of course also implied that you could fail 
to achieve it. Everything had been taken from above and had been put down onto the common 
man. Identity was no longer given by God or by inherited titles. Now the Enlightenment view 
of human nature stressed the inherent, and thus abstract, equality of every human being. The 
notion that “all men are created equal” was then taken to mean that every person should feel 
equally recognized in his or her innate dignity as a human being.  
      
Identity changed from being defined by outer circumstances to being defined by the inner self, 
which Charles Taylor calls an individualized identity.15 You yourself discover your identity in 
yourself;an identity which is particular to every human being. Modern culture had brought 
about a new form of inwardness and thus a new self-awareness. Romanticism further 
established the assumption that every person was unique and the particularity of the inner voice 
was understood in the sense that we all have a way of being human and each person has his or 
her own “measure”, which he or she has to be true to.16   
 
Recognition hence derives from the time of the Enlightenment and the belief that you have a 
“true inner nature” that you have to guard and consciously display, without being corrupted by 
extrinsic influences. It is, however, not easy to uphold an identity because as we have already 
                                                 
14 Taylor, 1992 
15 Taylor, 1992:28 
16 Taylor, 1992:30 
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established, you need the recognition of others to do this. What this means is that your identity 
is in danger of not being recognized or wrongfully recognized.   
 
Misrecognition 
In a society there is a dominant discourse that sets the norm for the people of this society, 
however, there will always be discourses that go against the dominant one. Some merely 
negotiate the boundaries of the dominant discourse and others oppose them.17 The way 
discourses are established as dominant perceptions is through repetition, where representations 
turn into identities. This means that your sense of identity can be lost through pressures 
towards outward conformity, most often deriving from the dominant discourse. The outward 
pressures can have strong effects and a person can suffer much damage when the society 
around them mirrors back a demeaning picture of them. If this is being repeated many times 
the misrecognised person ends up being imprisoned into a distorted and reduced mode of 
being, because with repetition you end up internalizing this picture of yourself. When the 
inferiority has been internalized it can come to the point that it has been so naturalized that it 
can make you incapable of taking advantage of opportunities, even when the obstacles that held 
you back before are gone, “The projection of an inferior or demeaning image on another can 
actually distort and oppress, to the extent that the image is internalized” Taylor writes.18 In the 
same way if recognition is being withheld it is equal to oppression.  
 
In the same way as a person’s identity should be recognized, so should the culture of a people. 
A people have the need for the recognition of their culture. In a society there is a demand for 
recognition on behalf of ‘subaltern’ groups, who stick out from the dominant identity. Taylor 
refers to the recognition of different persons or cultures, as the politics of difference.   
 
Politics of  Difference 
Politics of difference is about considering and respecting the uniqueness of a group and its 
distinctness from everyone else. In the dominant discourse this difference is often ignored and 
that is why the politics of difference is about acknowledging something that is not universally 
shared. It’s about the recognition of specificity.19 It is a new interpretation of an old principle 
that citizens differ. The potentiality everybody has - not what you have used the potential for, 
but that you can use it to respect the principles of equal dignity and that you are capable of 
                                                 
17 Hall, Stuart, 1980:173 
18 Taylor, 1992:36 
19 Taylor, 1992:39 
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forming and defining your own identity - is what ensures that each person deserves respect. 
This is the potential of each individual and of each culture, and each person or people have the 
right to protect its identity. However, the notion of a people having to be true to itself, to its 
own culture, creates a dilemma between the politics of recognition and equal rights, and the 
politics of difference, Taylor argues. He talks about two different principles. Principle one 
argues that everybody should have equal rights and that no one should have more privileges 
than others. Principle two, however, argues that everybody has the right to choose for 
themselves and not to follow the dominant discourse if this goes against their ‘true’ identity. 
The principle of equal respect requires that we treat people in a difference-blind fashion, which 
means that we disregard principle two; the politics of difference. This forces people into a 
homogeneous mould, following the dominant identity, which might be untrue to them; “The 
claim is that the supposedly neutral set of difference-blind principles of the politics of equal 
dignity is in fact a reflection of one hegemonic culture.”20 
 
Common Goal 
In Multiculturalism and ‘The Politics of Recognition’ Taylor refers to a solution that Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau once touched upon, whereby unity is created from uniting people in a common 
project with a common purpose and a common self. Taylor argues that it is possible to create a 
different system where esteem is central and everybody is united with a common goal. The key 
word is reciprocity, allowing for individual differences, but because there is a mutual goal, 
everybody recognizes each other. There is a unity of purpose; “The remedy is not rejecting the 
importance of esteem, but entering into a quite different system, characterized by equality, 
reciprocity, and unity of purpose,” which Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel also argued; “The 
struggle for recognition can find only one satisfactory solution, and that is a regime of 
reciprocal recognition among equals.” Hegel followed Rousseau in finding this new state in a 
society with a common purpose; “in one where there is a ‘we’ that is an ‘I’, and an ‘I’ that is a 
‘we’.”21 This argument leaves out the politics of difference, but could it nonetheless be seen as 
one of the cornerstones in a different system? It could not make out the entire foundation for a 
more united and less corrupt Kenya, but one could argue that this idea of a common goal could 
be a grout for putting together different bricks. Susan Wolf talks about the many different 
cultures in America and about the recognition of them all being American even though they are 
different; “All American children now have available to them a diversity of literary and artistic 
styles – and, simply, a diversity of stories – that could constitute the beginning of a truly 
                                                 
20 Taylor, 1992:43 
21 Taylor, 1992:49/50 
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multicultural heritage. When one child with this exposure encounters another, she neither 
expects him to be the same as she nor sees him as alien or foreign.”22   
 
On the subject of the misrecognition of individual and cultural identity, let us turn to Fanon 
and the post-colonial context and have a closer look at the psycho-existential traumas which 
result from the purposeful colonial denouncement of native cultures and the debasing of 
individual identity. Also, with reference to politics of difference and the creation of a sense of 
shared purpose and goal-orientation, Fanon offers an existentialist view on the potentiality and 
identity formation of the individual subject as well as the potentialities of unification.  
 
Post-Colonialism and National Identity 
In the following, we present the post-colonial theoretical framework which will serve as a basis 
for analyzing and interpreting the Wangari Maathai memoir Unbowed. It will primarily rely on 
the post-colonial theorists Frantz Fanon and Homi Bhabha. However, before doing so, we will 
give some attention to the term post-colonialism and clarify our specific understanding of the 
term.     
 
Discussion of  the Term Post-colonialism23 
The colonizing efforts of European nations throughout the course of history have left behind a 
very implicative and consequential legacy, which has shaped the destiny and fortune – the very 
historicity24 – of native peoples. This legacy is that of colonialism – “the practice by which a 
powerful country controls another country or other countries.”25 Within its historical context, 
Colonialism has continuously, consistently, and consciously disrupted the cultural and psycho-
affective schemas of native peoples and has irrevocably altered their living conditions. 
However, as colonialism has declined, it has also left behind a legacy in the realm of the “post”; 
a legacy which is the multifarious sum of all colonial influences which reverberate in the present 
tense of those who have been salvaged from the grasp of colonial rule. This is the realm of the 
post-colonial: the historical and present context settings of nations liberated – but nonetheless 
still irrevocably shaped and influenced by – colonialism.  
                                                 
22 Susan Wolf in Taylor, 1992:82 
23 We use the term post-colonialism with a hyphen which distinguishes post-colonial studies as an academic field from 
colonial discourse theory. (There is however, in the present, considerable interweaving between the terms post-
colonialism and postcolonialism)     
24 “The quality of being part of history as opposed to being a historical myth or legend” 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historicity/ / “The characteristic of having existed in history” 
http://www.allwords.com/word-historicity.html 
25 Hornby, 2003:234 
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Post-colonialism as a means of academic study; “deals with the effects of colonization on 
cultures and societies”26 but it is a much debated subject, which has given birth to different 
terminological interpretations. Whilst some – like us – understand the term post-colonialism in 
a very literal way as having to do with the post-independence period (the chronological period 
following the pre-colonial and colonial eras), others argue that post-colonialism can be seen as 
the study of any given period in time following the introduction of colonialism. Others still27 
insist that colonialism is a trans-historical phenomenon that defies any pre- or postfixes.   
 
We believe that it does make sense – especially with regards to Kenyan history – to look at 
colonialism as a chronological development marked by certain (although not always entirely 
clear) divisions and demarcations. We therefore subscribe to the notion that post-colonialism 
essentially means after colonialism and we take it to signify a break in history from one social and 
political means of governance and intra-national relationship (colonialism) to another socio-
political scenario which has been given way to by the liberation of the colonized country. 
However, in making this distinction we are aware that some of the effects and manifestations of 
colonialism survive the overthrowing of colonial rule and continue to influence and shape the 
reality of post-colonial societies. (One could say that even in the realm of the post-colonial, 
colonialism remains influential).   
 
We will look at both the pre-colonial, the colonial and post-colonial eras of Kenyan social and 
political history but will primarily examine the potentials for cultural and national unification in 
the realm of the post-colonial Kenya. However, such an examination has to be holistic and 
must encompass the socio-political and historic developments prior to decolonization and the 
liberation of the country. Put differently, it must reflect the progressiveness of the country’s 
development in the context of colonialism.   
 
What Is Culture and Identity? 
In analyzing the cultural implications of colonialism and in trying to understand the role of the 
individual Kenyan, we will now clarify our understanding of the terms culture and identity.  
 
                                                 
26 Ashcroft, 1998 
27 E.g. Stephen Slemon 
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Culture 
Culture (from the Latin cultura stemming from colere, meaning “to cultivate,”) generally refers to 
patterns of human activity and the symbolic structures that give such activities significance and 
importance. Cultures are often understood “as systems of symbols and meanings that even their 
creators contest, that lack fixed boundaries, that are constantly in flux, and that interact and 
compete with one another”. Culture is, furthermore, manifested in music, literature, lifestyle, 
painting and sculpture, theater and film and similar objectives. Although some people identify 
culture in terms of consumption and consumer goods (as in high culture, low culture, folk 
culture, or popular culture), we will in this depth module project use the term in the way 
anthropologists understand “culture”; in that it refers not only to consumption goods, but to 
the general processes which produce such goods and give them meaning, and to the social 
relationships and practices in which such objects and processes become embedded. Culture 
thus includes art, science, codes of manners, dress, language, religion, rituals, as well as moral 
systems, norms of behavior such as law and morality, and systems of belief that are passed 
down from generation to generation.28 
 
Identity 
In this depth module project we understand “identity” in contrast to the notion of self. The 
self, in turn, entails relatedness to self-image - a person's mental model of him or herself, self-
esteem, and individuation.  
 
The term “identity” includes the capacity for self-reflection and the awareness of self, which 
leads to role-behavior, in which there is the notion of identity negotiation that may arise from 
the learning of social roles through personal experience. Identity negotiation is a process in 
which a person negotiates with society at large regarding the meaning of his or her identity and 
in which he or she gains his or her social recognition and identity – in other words – how he or 
she views him or herself both as a person and in relation to other people.29 
 
Travelling Theory 
Before turning to the theories of Frantz Fanon, we would like to acknowledge and address the 
constraining implications of adopting a theory devised in one historical context (in Fanon’s case 
that of colonialism) into another (that of post-colonial Kenya). Edward Said’s essay Travelling 
Theory provides some important reflections on – and insights into – the problems of theories 
                                                 
28  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture#Defining_.22culture.22 
29 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_%28social_science%29 
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traversing their initial historical and contextual confinements. He argues that; “[…] theory has 
to be grasped in the place and the time out of which it emerges as a part of that time.”30 When 
one does this in a reflective and critical way, historically embedded theories can become 
relevant and useful in parallel (or even anachronistic) settings.     
 
While some theories are definitely universal in their scope, others – as we have just touched 
upon – are very much oriented towards (and the product of) specific phenomena unique to 
certain mutable circumstances or contexts. Fanon’s theories were intended to be universal in 
scope. However, even though colonialism in his home country Martinique and his experiences 
in Algeria may have been indicative of certain universal traits, to a large extent the processes of 
– for example – decolonization differ from nation to nation. There might therefore be certain 
complications involved with transplanting his theories into the post-colonial setting of Kenya, 
since Kenya differs very much from both Martinique and Algeria – the two countries that were 
Fanon’s main theoretical platforms. We shall return to some of these contextual complications 
as they arise, now let us turn to Fanon and the realm of colonial and post-colonial theory. 
 
Frantz Fanon – Colonialism and Psycho-existential Trauma  
The post-colonial theorist and psychiatrist, Frantz Fanon, has been immensely influential and 
ground-breaking in terms of providing a marginalized perspective on colonialism in general and 
the attributes and consequences of colonial rule in particular. He was born on the Island of 
Martinique in 1925; a representative of the repressed and humiliated black community and by 
far a foreigner to the oppression and degradation of colonialism himself. Throughout his 
authorship, Fanon explored ways in which to give colonized peoples a voice and strived to 
bring to light the objectification and dehumanization of black people in colonized societies.   
 
In his work Black Skin, White Masks, which amongst other things analyzes the problem of black 
people wearing white masks (or adopting white identities), Frantz Fanon introduces a 
phenomenologically31 inspired socio-diagnostic of post-colonialism. In other words – and 
perhaps more precisely – he presents a clinical study of group racial identity. His aim is to 
                                                 
30 Said: 1983:241 
31 The Husserlian methodology of phenomenology is an approach to social phenomena, which subscribes to 
Thomas’ theorem: “If people define situations as being real, they are real with regards to their consequences”. 
Phenomenology means: “[…] “the study of phenomena” where the notion of a phenomenon coincides, roughly, 
with the notion of experience. Thus to attend to experience rather than what is experienced is to attend to the 
phenomena”. Cerbone, 2006:3 
Correspondingly Fanon makes it a point to: “[…] convey the misery of the black man. Physically and affectively. I 
have not wished to be objective. Besides, that would be dishonest: It is not possible for me to be objective”. 
Fanon, 1952:86 
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investigate social pathologies from a pragmatist perspective and the underlying assumption is 
that the juxtaposition of the black and white races induced by colonialism has produced a very 
real form of collective mental illness within colonized peoples. Fanon claims that both races are 
locked within the constraints of color, but Fanon’s emphasis here is on the formation, meaning 
and effects of blackness. According to Fanon, the black man suffers from an inferiority 
complex which is caused by his encounter with the representatives and representations of 
colonialism32. The processes and causalities of colonialism have altered the cultural, ethnic, and 
identificational foundations of the black man and as a direct result of colonial subjugation he 
has become alienated and estranged (in the sense that he has become a dual personality). This, 
however, is only the general implication of colonialism. According to Fanon, the black man’s 
fundamental neurosis is caused not exclusively – or even primarily - because he has become 
alienated, but rather because of the way he regards himself in relation to white colonizers.    
 
In order to fully comprehend the socio-pathologies of colonialism and race, Fanon poses the 
Freudian33 question; “what does the black man want?” He then continues to answer this 
question and consequently points to the absurdity (and paradoxical character) of this very 
answer. Fanon claims that the black man wants to be something he can only approximate in 
behavior and never in appearance: “The black man wants to be white.”34 Within this 
paradoxical desire lies indirectly the answer to why the black man feels alienated. Because his 
mind is split between “white” and “black” ways of acting and behaving, and because he aspires 
to be something he is essentially not – something he can never fully be, and something that, in 
many regards, is defined as his diametrical opposite – he becomes rootless and perplexed.   
 
According to Fanon, the black man is overly conscious about his blackness because he is 
continuously forced to reflect on his otherness – his obvious difference in comparison with the 
white man. Furthermore, he knows that the white man feels superior and as a consequence he 
is propelled to prove himself equal – by rejecting his blackness, striving to be white, and 
assimilating the values of the colonizers.35   
 
This pathological desire to be like the white colonizers, Fanon explains, is pressed or forced 
upon the black man by white civilization and European culture and is reinforced by discourses, 
social practices and legislature which legitimize white supremacy and justify oppression. The 
                                                 
32 Fanon, 1952:11 
33 Freud posed the question; ”what does woman want?” in his work 
34 Fanon, 1952:11 
35 Fanon, 1952:11 
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black man’s neuroses (in a psycho-analytical perspective) stem from traumatizing contact with 
the white man’s world that despises him. No matter how hard the colonized tries to conform 
and adopt the cultural behavioral attributes of Western culture, he is ceaselessly perceived as 
second rank, and this severely damages his self-esteem. Furthermore, as Fanon explains, the 
colonized is additionally discouraged and dispirited by the fact that there are no inherently 
logical reasons as to why the black man should be considered inferior: “For a man whose only 
weapon is reason there is nothing more neurotic than contact with unreason,”36 and racism, 
which sees the world in predetermined, unreal categories, is inherently unreasonable.  
 
Fanon’s theories in Black Skin, White Masks are quite pragmatic in character. By exploring the 
causalities and character – the very essence – of the black man’s neurosis, he attempts to 
develop a cure for this “illness” - a means whereby the black man might be “disalienated:37 “I 
believe that the fact of the juxtaposition of the white and black races has created a massive 
psychoexistential complex. I hope by analyzing it to destroy it.”38 Elaborating on the subject, 
Fanon continues stating that what he essentially wants is to: “[…] help the black man […] free 
himself of the arsenal of complexes that has been developed by the colonial environment.”39 
The important premise or assumption with regards to Fanon’s proposed analysis is that: “[…] 
what is often called the black soul is a the white man’s artifact.”40 This assumption in turn rests 
on the proposition that what might be termed the “black soul” of the colonized has been 
rendered a mere myth - a myth forged and portrayed primarily by the colonizers. As we shall 
see later on, to combat the identity formation issues involved with this lack of ancestral 
inheritance, Fanon suggests a libertarian existentialist perspective (or an anti-essentialist 
perspective) which is founded on the ontological premise that essence does not precede 
existence. Put differently, people are free to reject categories through which other people seek 
to imprison them, and ultimately to reinvent themselves as individuals and citizens. In more 
pragmatic terms, what this means is that the colonized is not an essential being – i.e. a being 
with only one true nature – but rather a free spirit who is capable of rejecting colonial 
stereotypes in order to assume a contemporary and autonomous identity. In the following, we 
shall have a closer look at how Fanon accomplishes the abovementioned analysis of the black 
man’s neurosis, and later on we elaborate on how Fanon proposes to dissolve and remedy this 
neurosis.  
 
                                                 
36 Fanon, 1952:118 
37 Fanon, 1952:38 
38 Fanon, 1952:14 
39 Fanon, 1952:30 
40Fanon, 1952:16 
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However, concerning Fanon’s declared intention to revitalize the notion that existence precedes 
essence, he unfortunately – because of his choice of words – comes off a bit ambiguous. While 
the notion that the black man isn’t a preconceived or prefixed sum of physical and mental traits 
and has great potentiality in terms of creating and defining an existence is important, there 
seems to be some basic consistency problems with his line of thought. If the black man has 
indeed become alienated as Fanon suggests what is then his real identity – the one that he has 
become alienated from?  If existence precedes essence, the black man cannot be said to 
naturally possess traits of unambiguous identification from which he might then be alienated. 
And to disalienate a man implies bringing the particular individual back to a state of essential 
being – an independent state which lies subsurface and at the heart of existence waiting only to 
be rediscovered. And while the metaphor is definitely poignant, it seems to further complicate 
his ontological quest that Fanon has decided to entitle the book Black Skin, White Masks. It 
implicates that blacks might indeed take on white masks (or white identities) but that there is an 
essential black identity underneath. 
 
Psycho-existential Neuroses – Processes and Causalities 
According to Fanon, the displacement and degradation of indigenous cultures by colonial rulers 
is the main cause of the black man’s inferiority complex. During the processes of colonization, 
the black man is subjugated and dehumanized. Furthermore he is deprived of his ancestral 
heritage (his history), his cultural background is degraded, and the very essence of his identity is 
denounced with great insistence and force. Ultimately the black man succumbs and attempts 
the assimilation of Western culture; language, behavioral patterns, and dress codes. This is the 
substructure and point of origin of the black man’s neurosis. Because he is visibly different 
from the white colonizers, and since – no matter how well he assimilates Western culture – he 
will never be considered equal, he is left traumatized and alienated. 
  
By analogy, and as a means of theoretical demonstration, Fanon brings forth the concept of 
family – his aim being the clarification of when the black man’s trauma actually occurs. 
According to Fanon “the family” represents a similar structural conscience and potentiality 
compared to society: “In Europe, and in every country characterized as civilized or civilizing, 
the family is a miniature of the nation,”41 and a normal child, having grown up in a normal 
family, will ultimately become a normal (whatever normalcy specifically implies) and functional 
citizen.  In the case of the Negro child however, things are radically different: “A normal Negro 
child, having grown up within a normal family, will become abnormal on the slightest contact 
with the white world.”42 Contact with “the white world” (which is essentially inevitable) will 
                                                 
41Fanon, 1952:142 
42 Fanon, 1952:143 
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infuse in the Negro child the painful and traumatic realization, that contrary to his own belief 
he is not normal. According to Fanon, (and with Freudian traumatization theory in mind) the 
black man (of his era) is traumatized at an early age, by representations and representatives of 
the white world; by racism; by discrimination; and by the systematic and manipulative historic 
teachings of the white man – Teachings which represent the white man as the savior of the 
savage, primitive, and iniquitous black population. A chock will occur, when the black child 
realizes that he is not “white” and will never be considered equal to the white. Moreover, 
Fanon explains, the later this realization occurs the bigger the trauma. 
 
Encounters with white civilization forces upon the colonized man the realization that he has 
been dichotomized. In his painful awakening, and the resuming intensification of externally 
oriented consciousness, the idea of blackness being an absolute otherness to whiteness 
crystallizes. Whereas the white man represents; good, beauty, purity, normality, sophistication, 
and power, the black man embodies the opposing values; evil, ugliness, sin, abnormality, 
primitivism, and weakness. This realization only further intensifies the trauma of the colonized.  
 
Also, knowing that the white man actually endorses and nurtures the dichotomization of the 
black man; the fact that he expects the black man to behave and act in certain ways and the fact 
that he talks down to black people and casts racial insults make the black man; “[…] the eternal 
victim of an essence, of an appearance for which he is not responsible.”43 For Fanon, this 
Mannichian essentialist reduction of the black man is something that must be fought zealously, 
but we will return to that later. 
 
To illustrate the effects of the black man’s contact with white colonial civilization, Fanon 
narrates the scene of an encounter between the black man and a white woman and her child. 
This scene demonstrates how the black man has been given two sets of identificational 
reference; his metaphysics, and his character as brought into life via the gaze of a the white 
man.  
 
“Look a Negro!” the white child outbursts. “Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened!”44 The story 
illustrates how the black man comes to realize that his mere being, his existence and 
immediateness in the world is crystallized in the gaze of the white man and furthermore, that it 
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44 Fanon, 1952:112 
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carries with it metaphysical implications; “[…] legends, stories, history, and above all 
historicity”45 – all of which he has no apparent responsibility for.  
 
The narration clarifies four important aspects of the traumatizing encounter between the black 
man and white civilization. First of all the black man is essentialized; he is reduced to his skin 
color. Secondly, the “racial epidermal schema” of the situation shatters his immediate existence 
into triple person; a body, a race, and a history – all clearly discernable from the whites. Thirdly, 
the black man comes to realize that this situation represents his own violent social death. He 
objectifies himself, thus reinforcing the brutal pain of the original trauma and in the process he 
is left imprisoned: “What else could it be for me, but an amputation, an excision, a hemorrhage 
that spattered my whole body with black blood?46”  Lastly, the white gaze dehumanizes, 
objectifies, and paralyzes the black man, even in instances when the white man tries to 
sympathize with him. Because the situation instills in the black man an intensified racial 
epidermal consciousness, he is likely to be overwhelmed with feelings of rage, shame, and 
existential nausea whenever a white person tries to make amends. In other words he has 
become a dialectical product of the white man’s gaze and the realization of - and not least 
adoption of - the implications of the white man’s gaze. From then on, no matter where he 
travels, he will carry – and be weighed down by - this realization of blackness. 
 
With reference to Jean Paul Sartre,47 Fanon concludes that the black man as a result of this 
realization, his conduct becomes; “[…] perpetually overdetemined from the inside.”48 In other 
words, he becomes painfully aware that his actions and his behavior are his final determinants, 
and as a consequence he constantly lives in fear of enacting the stereotypical images the white 
man holds of him. Ultimately the black man is lead to denounce all of that which might 
reinforce and expose his blackness in public; his culture, history, and language.  
 
Language – Desires and Cultural Implications 
“The man who has a language consequently possesses the world expressed and implied by that 
language.”49  
                                                 
45 Fanon, 1952:112 
46 Fanon, 1952:112 
47 Jean Paul Sartre originally used the expression “perpetually over determined from the inside” while touching 
upon the subject of Jews. He claimed that: “They [the Jews] have allowed themselves to be poisoned by the 
stereotype that others have of them, and they live in fear that their acts will correspond to this stereotype. We may 
say that their conduct is perpetually over determined from within”. Anti Semite and Jew. P.95  
48 Fanon, 1952:15 
49 Fanon, 1952:18 
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As Fanon explains, the material practices of colonialism translate roughly the colonial denial of 
history50 into displacement of culture and language, thus producing what Fanon calls an 
“existential deviation”. Fanon ascribes; “[…] a basic importance to the phenomenon of 
language,”51 and since, in his theoretical scheme, speaking means “[…] to assume culture, to 
support the weight of a civilization,”52 and furthermore because feelings of ethnic or racial 
inferiority are reinforced through the use of language, black people deprived of their ancestral 
languages face an existential dilemma and will experience difficulty in terms of self-identity 
formation. For the black man – who, as Fanon has pointed out, fervently desires to be a white 
man – what this means is, that his mastery of the language of the colonizers becomes directly 
proportional to the fulfillment of his desires: 
   
Every colonized people – in other words, every people in whose soul an inferiority 
complex has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality – 
finds itself face to face with the language of the civilizing nation; that is with the 
culture of the mother country. The colonized is elevated above his jungle status in 
proportion to his adoption of the mother country’s cultural standards. He becomes 
whiter as he renounces his blackness.53  
 
Realizing that the black man is (partly) judged by the way he speaks, adopting – and not least 
mastering to perfection - the language of the colonizers becomes a crucial means in terms of 
cementing a perceived sense of worth and equality in relation to white people. But while the 
white people’s language or discourse, as Fanon explains,54 can either infantilize, primitivize, 
decivilize, or essentialize the black man, and while; “the Negro of the Antilles will become 
proportionately whiter – that is, he will come closer to being a real human being – in direct 
ration to his mastery of the French language,”55 adopting the language of the colonizers, 
actually radically undermines his cultural anchorage ground and further alienates him.  
 
                                                 
50 With regards to history, Fanon contests the ideas of historian theorists such as Hegel, who argued that Africa 
has no history, that history is progressive, and that Europe represents the culmination of modern civilization. 
Fanon not only objects to this, he writes it off as white arrogance. P.10 
51 Fanon, 1952:17 
52 Fanon, 1952:17 
53 Fanon, 1952:18 
54 With this example, Fanon refers again to the Antilles where the official language is French and the everyday 
language is Creole. 
55 Fanon, 1952:18 
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As a case study, Fanon explores the scenario of Antilleans returning from France changed or 
“whitened” and believing they have evolved culturally and existentially – A familiar sight in his 
day and age. To Fanon however, the black man who tries to adopt the language and ways of the 
colonizers is a standing joke; a man who has betrayed himself and his culture; a man who will 
ultimately be exposed and ridiculed.56 Furthermore, and here Fanon quotes Professor D. 
Westermann, the black scholar who has lived and studied in France is particularly vulnerable: 
“[…] the Negroes’ inferiority complex is particularly intensified among the most educated, who 
must struggle with it unceasingly.”57 In the face of the highly cultural and intellectual character 
of academia, the black scholar finds himself constantly battling to prove himself equal both 
intellectually and in terms of his adaptation of Western culture. This denouncement of 
indigenous culture and language and the potential risk of cultural memory loss, according to 
Fanon, only serves to alienate him further as will actual (or perceived) acceptance by the white 
world. 
 
Psychoanalytical Means of  Healing: Disalienation, Redemption, and Liberation 
“Outside university circles there is an army of fools: What is important is not to educate them, 
but to teach the Negro not to be the slave of their archetypes.”58  
 
Fanon’s aim with Black Skin, White Masks is the disalienation of the black man. According to 
Fanon, in order for the black man to stop being the victim of a self-reproducing essence, he 
must say no to any predefined notions of blackness; he must rebel against them. To Fanon, 
ever the pragmatist, the first action is a reaction.59 With regards specifically to language (once 
again he recalls the scenario of Antilleans returning from France), the black man is confronted 
by two invariably different paths in face of which he has to make a conscious choice. Either he 
can “stand with the white world” and act, behave and speak as the whites do, or he can reject 
Europe and cling collectively to a dialect. The first option Fanon argues, will lead to further 
alienation, while the second holds the promise (or potential) of liberation and disalienation.   
 
With options – as with the abovementioned reference to language - naturally comes choice and 
with choice inevitably comes responsibility. Since the black man has only been given technical 
freedom (physical freedom from slavery), but has never been psychologically liberated he must 
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take an active role in his own mental liberation from the effects of colonization. More about 
this, later. 
 
In terms of the lack of recognition of an African history, Fanon is rather ambiguous. As a point 
of departure, Fanon uses his own research-oriented journeys into the past and his personal 
discoveries on the subject. He states, that looking to the past can help redeem and rehabilitate 
the notion of blackness and help the colonized regain a sense of transcendent cultural and 
historical grounding. He also mentions that revisiting history might reinstall a sense of cultural 
pride in the black individual and reconcile him with himself.60 However, while looking for 
historical facts that might sketch out an alternative history to that portrayed by the colonizers, 
Fanon’s discoveries are rather ambiguous. On the one hand Fanon discovers historical aspects, 
which only serve to elaborate on the extensive myth of African history as seen from a colonial 
perspective: “Black Magic, primitive mentality, animism, animal eroticism, it all floods over me. 
All of it is typical of peoples that have not kept pace with the evolution of the human race. Or 
if one prefers, this is humanity at its lowest.”61 On the other hand, Fanon actually discovers 
facets of African culture which evoke images of grandeur, cultivation, beauty, and refinement: 
“From the opposite end of the white world a magical Negro culture was hailing me. I began to 
flush with pride”. However, as Fanon himself experienced, being suspended in the realm of 
history may also lead to “unhappy romanticism”. He was looking for traces of commonality, 
universality, and unification – a means to curing the neurosis of the colonized – but discovered 
that history holds no patent on the present: “I made a complete audit of my ailment. I wanted 
to be typically Negro – it was no longer possible.”62 So while the past may hold the promise of 
redemption and a reinvigorated sense of cultural pride, it does not necessarily carry any 
identifiable implications for the present.  Fanon is not completely discouraged however. During 
this process of historical discovery, he comes to the important realization that he does not 
actually need to strive for universality: “I am wholly what I am. I do not have to look for the 
universal. No probability has any place inside me. My Negro consciousness does not hold itself 
out as lack. It is. Negro experience is not a whole, for there is not merely one Negro, there are 
Negroes.”63 This is an important conclusion which further elaborates on the existential 
philosophy that lies at the heart of Fanon’s writing.  
 
This leads us to Negritude, which was perceived as another solution in terms of liberating and 
disalienating the Negro. Negritude is the ideological position that holds Black culture to be 
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61 Fanon, 1952:126 
62 Fanon, 1952:132 
63 Fanon, 1952:136 
29/125   WANGARI MAATHAI
    
  
independent and valid on its own terms; an affirmation of the African cultural heritage and a 
political, theoretical, and literary project aiming at a revitalization of black identity, unification, 
and universality64. Negritude however, also has its pitfalls. While it may indeed be rewarding to 
revitalize a sense of blackness; of black identity and black heritage, Fanon is skeptical. Even 
though intuition, rhythm, nature, emotion, magic, poetry, sexuality might all be considered 
black gifts worthy of celebration, to Fanon they are also capable of drowning people of color in 
a tide of regression. Fanon is also skeptical of attempts to reverse racial stereotypes by 
deliberately assigning positive instead of negative values to them. He fears that it is a hollow 
and overly conscious effort which might ultimately reinforce – over determine from within - 
the notion that; “Negroes [are] backward and simple.”65  
 
According to Fanon, the relevance of Negritude – just like that of history - lies in its usefulness 
as a tool for finding meaning, self-confidence, and worth in a hostile colonial setting. Seeing as 
there is no universal commonality which altogether unifies Negroes across geographical 
boarders, the effects of Negritude will however remain rather modest. Fanon himself is much 
more eager to talk about nation than race (but we will return to that later). 
 
Also, with regards to Negritude, Fanon comments on statements put forth by Jean Paul Sartre 
in Orphée Noir. Sartre argues that Negritude is not a goal in itself but rather a means to an end, 
– a Marxist societal transition into a realm of existence in which all class- and race distinctions 
have been dissipated. He suggests that Negritude is only “a minor term” (or a moment of 
negativity) in the dialectical progression of society – the progression that will ultimately lead to a 
socialist society. Fanon however, vehemently disagrees. He fervently objects to the 
subordination of lived or embodied blackness of Negritude, to the abstract notions of the 
proletariat. For him, the value of Negritude is solely related to the restoration of racial self-
esteem: “At the very moment when I was trying to grasp my own being, Sartre, who remained 
the Other […] was reminding me that my blackness was only a minor term.” 66 Furthermore, in 
light of Sartre’s statement Fanon insists that: “[…] without a Negro past, without a Negro 
future, it was impossible for me to live my Negrohood. Not yet white, no longer wholly black, I 
was damned.”67    
 
                                                 
64 Negritude was developed in the 1930s by political and literary thinkers such as Léopold Sédar Senghor, Léon 
Damas, and Aimé Césaire. They were convinced that a revival of the black consciousness or identity of the African 
diaspora through art and political engagement was the most effective weapon against French colonial racism.    
65 Fanon, 1952:126 
66 Fanon, 1952:138 
67 Fanon, 1952:138 
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Indeed, Fanon’s claim is that race is by far a “minor term” and that without the embrace of 
blackness; of black history and especially a progressive black future, there is no hope in terms 
of black redemption and disalienation. He is right, that in terms of the Western perspective on 
colonialism and at the level of individual subjectivity, race is by far a minor term. However, 
Fanon’s insistence on transcending racial epidermal schemas as a basis for identification and 
replacing it with cultural awareness paradoxically turns race into a minor term in his own 
theories of nation-building.   
 
On the individual level, the colonized must become conscious of his neurosis and abandon his 
attempts at hallucinatory whiteness.68 Furthermore he must take on a proactive role in his own 
liberation from the tyrannies of past exploitations and present degradations and act in the 
direction of social change. In other words, he must cast of his illusory mask of white 
assimilation; place himself in a historical context but at the same time discard the seeming 
patents the past holds on him; reflect on his immediate existence, and emerge a free man of 
immense potentiality: “I want the world to recognize, with me, the open door of every 
consciousness.”69   
 
The conclusion of Black Skin, White Masks (and the guiding principle of his further writing) is 
that to be free mentally and physically, one must take an active role in achieving one’s freedom. 
Colonialism – and the pervasive effects of colonialism - won’t die of natural causes, it must be 
killed. With this in mind let us turn to Fanon’s handbook for the black revolution; The Wretched 
of the Earth which is written mainly out of his personal experiences with the processes of de-
colonization in Algeria.   
 
Post-colonialism and Nation-building 
“The naked truth of decolonization evokes for us the searing bullets and bloodstained knives 
which emanate from it.”70 
 
The Wretched of the Earth is Fanon’s examination of the extent to which violence can be 
considered (and justified) as a viable means in terms of instigating historical change. It is an 
astute colonial analysis with the specific aim of exploring active means of decolonization. While 
Sartre – who has written the preface to the book - points out that The Wretched of the Earth is not 
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written “for us” (The Euro-American audience) but rather for the black man who finds himself 
struggling with the effects of colonialism on a daily basis, the book is actually addressed to a 
multi-racial audience. Although Fanon seems to implore specifically those blacks in possession 
of power to instigate change, he nonetheless sees the ethical fate of the world via 
decolonization as being contingent on a collective humanistic consciousness.     
 
The overarching theme of the book is socio-economic structuring from a Marxist point of 
view: the need for strategic thinking, planning, and acting “from the bottom up” 71 in order to 
battle the existence of colonialism. What this means specifically, is that the commoners must 
take an active role in the overthrowing of colonial rule and furthermore that government must 
be reinvented so that the formerly dispossessed can fully assume control of the new nation. 
According to Fanon, this can never happen in a peaceful manner. He refers, for instance, to the 
Algerian Revolution and the Kenyan Mau Mau Uprising and concludes that a societal and 
psycho-existential trauma as grave and ingrained as that of colonialism can only be combated 
with violent measures: “[…] decolonization is always a violent phenomenon. [Colonialism] is 
violence in its natural state, and it will only yield when confronted with greater violence.”72 
    
Fanon does not mean to universally justify or glorify the use of violence, he does nonetheless 
see violence as an unavoidable consequence of colonialism which has unyieldingly reinforced its 
own power through the use of violence and will never relent unless challenged militantly. Put 
differently, revolutionary violence needs no justification because it is the inevitable consequence 
of colonialism itself. It is with this premise in mind that Fanon ventures towards a dialectical 
analysis of revolutionary violence. He does so from a number of different perspectives.  
 
The Individual Perspective 
On the level of the individual, colonial violence manifests itself in the atmosphere of the 
everyday and is directed unambiguously at the individual.  In other words, violence is an 
inadvertent part of colonial identity. Material violence – the physical violence that upholds 
material divisions between colonizers and the colonized – altogether dehumanizes, oppresses, 
and terrifies the native to the point where he is paralyzed. It does so, in order to keep him in his 
over determined and subservient place which is a reinforcement of the Manichean system. 
Psychological violence, on the other hand, enslaves the individual to a predefined and 
derogatory identity and traps the individual in a deliberate mesh of colonial history which is 
designed to undermine, blur, and degrade pre-colonial history. In the face of this frontal attack 
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on the body and psyche of colonized man, Fanon argues that any reaction, however deliberate 
and speculative it may be, is an act of self-defense and as the pressure and violence escalates 
retaliation is inevitable: “At the level of the individuals, violence is a cleansing force. It frees the 
native from his inferiority complex and from his despair and inaction; it makes him fearless and 
restores his self respect.”73 Here we see how Fanon builds on his original thoughts in Black 
Skin, White Masks and revitalizing the notion that the first action is a reaction. By choosing to 
take action, the colonized will experience an existential catharsis which restores in him a sense 
of worth, purpose and potentiality.  
 
The National Perspective 
On the level of the collective, Fanon once again invokes the idea that freedom cannot be 
granted – it must be won with any means necessary. This not only serves the abovementioned 
revitalization of the individual, it also instills in the collective consciousness a sense of shared 
purpose and goal-orientation:  
 
The practice of violence binds [colonized people] together as a whole, since each 
individual forms a violent link in a great chain, a part of the great organism of 
violence which has surged upward in reaction to the settler’s violence in the 
beginning. […] It introduces into each man’s consciousness the idea of a common 
cause, of a national destiny, and of a collective history.74  
 
Having seen what the results of political compromises and negotiations on independence have 
been in other colonized nations, Fanon greatly distrusts political approaches to decolonization. 
Because there is an innate reluctance in the mindset of colonizing forces to give up supremacy 
and power, nothing significant can be achieved through diplomacy and negotiation. 
Furthermore, native intellectuals, trades people, and government employees – those who might 
actually be able to influence a political debate – might indeed have a lot to lose if the peasantry 
rises up and political compromises may indeed compound the gap between the urban middle 
class and the rural peasantry.75  
 
The most pervasive problem, however, in terms of unification – and the disciplinary 
coordination of resistance – is for national leadership to understand the people as well as the 
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authentic causes of violent resistance. Without such an understanding, resistance will remain 
spontaneous, decentralized, random and futile. Furthermore, the process of decolonization – 
and specifically the aftermath of decolonization and the process of post-colonial nation-
building – is contingent on this understanding in terms of instilling in the public a sense of 
nationness. Without it, the nation will be: “[…] an empty shell, a crude and fragile travesty of 
what it might have been.”76 If a sense of national consciousness is not achieved, the result will 
be an inward venting of religious, tribal, ethnic, and political aggression which might ultimately 
tear the nation apart. It is, as Fanon explains: “[…] a process of retrogression, that is so harmful 
and prejudicial to national effort and national unity.”77        
 
One of the more pervasive barriers in terms of restoring - or rather inventing – a sense of 
nationness is the constraints of what Fanon terms colonial space. Colonial spaces are segregated 
compartments of colonial- and native spaces and according to Fanon anti-colonial struggle 
demands the complete and deliberate dismantling of colonial space. If this is not accomplished, 
there is a very immanent risk of furthering the existence of rigid social, political, and economic 
structures and a continual neglecting of rural areas in favor of the townships and especially the 
capital which has become an overshadowing commercial notion.78 This will only serve to exhaust 
important national resources and divide the people further. 
  
To combat these risks, Fanon suggests a decentralization of the government and a rejection of 
the political influence of Western paradigms. In order to prevent; “[…] members of the 
nationalist parties pass the same unfavorable judgment on country districts as the settlers”79 
political reproduction or duplication of imperial rule must be rejected. The only outcome of 
such duplication is a continual categorization of rural peasantry as primitive, uncivilized and 
backward – in other words a replication of a Eurocentric ideology. To fully rehabilitate the 
nation a rapid shift; “[…] from national consciousness to political and social consciousness” 
must take place. “The nation does not exist in a program which has been worked out by 
revolutionary leaders and taken up with full understanding and enthusiasm by the masses.”80   
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The International Perspective  
Resistance not only serves as a process of liberation within the confinements of nations. In his 
time, when so many nations were still under the direct influence of colonialism, Fanon 
identified another important aspect of violence – it translates across borders and forces 
colonizing nations to revise colonialism. For Fanon, this perspective is both one of omni-
geographical decolonization but also one of political ideology – the ongoing battle between 
capitalism and socialism.  
 
More importantly the international perspective comes into existence and becomes relevant in 
the aftermath of liberation. Violence is not only cathartic on an individual level, unifying on a 
national level, it also has grave implications in the relation between the liberated nation and the 
colonial parent-country. The power structures change and in the end, the parent-country simply 
cannot afford the continual disruption of economy which resistance and violence prompt. 
Within this scenario of relational alterations, the liberated nation faces strategic threats of neo-
colonialism. By granting the liberated nation nominal freedom but keeping it in a firm grip of 
economic thralldom, the forces of colonization may continue the exhaustion of economic 
resources proving freedom a relative term.81  
 
To fully assume autonomy, any international ties that prove to be detrimental to the socio-
economic and political restructuring of the liberated nation must be severed.    
 
National Culture 
Let us return to theme of nation-building and national culture. In his essay On National Culture 
which is one of the most debated essays of The Wretched of the Earth Fanon examines the notion 
of nationness and culture from a national unification point of view. In other words, Fanon is 
intent on examining the functional importance of culture in terms of overthrowing colonial rule 
and building a nation in the wake of colonialism.  
 
As mentioned previously, he believes it to be of great importance to speak of national culture 
instead of African culture. According to Fanon, culture is an inadvertently progressive principle 
located in the here and now and making a cult out of historical traditions is not very helpful. 
Fanon even mentions that some cultural traditions are detrimental to fighting the effects of 
colonialism (E.g. Voodoo which exorcises aggression only serves to keep oppressed people 
calm and passive), and he seems downright condescending of traditional folklore:  
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After centuries of unreality, after having wallowed in the most outlandish phantasms, 
at long last the native, gun in hand… does not hesitate to pour scorn upon the zombies 
of his ancestors, the horses with two heads, the dead who rise again, and the djinns 
who rush into your body while you yawn.82 
 
Fanon seems oblivious to the fact that Voodoo has been instrumental to Caribbean political 
resistance throughout hundreds of years, and that many cultural traditions which predate 
colonialism are important carriers of historical, ideological, environmental, and social meaning. 
Moreover, – and here Fanon clearly reflects a Marxist dismissal of religion - he insists that 
revolution inevitably subverts or overthrows folk beliefs and that they no longer remain viable 
or important. As history has shown, this is not completely true either.  
 
While Fanon ascribes very little importance to folklore, myth, and religious beliefs and despite 
the fact that he identifies real dangers in trying to revitalize the historicity of the past he does 
nonetheless find the roles of the cultural and historical intellectuals to be essential. In the 
aftermath of colonialism, “cultured” individuals make their appearance: “For these individuals, 
the demand for a national culture and the affirmation of the existence of such a culture 
represent a special battlefield. While the politicians situate their action in actual present-day 
events, men of culture take their stand in the field of history.”83 The cultural historian, whose 
aim it is to rehabilitate national culture, is on a quest for atonement. He seeks to combat the 
cultural estrangement that has been a colonial project for centuries in order to restore a cultural 
sense of pride:  
 
It was with the greatest delight that they discovered that there was nothing to be 
ashamed of in the past, but rather dignity, glory, and solemnity. The claim to a 
national culture in the past does not only rehabilitate that nation and serve as a 
justification for the hope of a future national culture. In the sphere of psycho-affective 
equilibrium it is responsible for an important change in the individual.84  
 
The mother country has sought to represent itself as the firm but caring mother who prevents 
her primitive, savage, and backward children from committing collective suicide. By constantly 
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imprinting on colonized people’s minds that if the white settlers were to leave; “[…] they would 
at once fall back into barbarism, degradation, and bestiality,”85 colonialism effectively destroyed 
native history and the allure of revoking it. Fanon thinks that those intellectuals who have the 
power to mass communicate have a responsibility to combat historical ignorance and uncover 
the essential cultural component which comprises national culture in a given decolonized 
nation.  
  
The problem with most native, post-colonial African literature, according to Fanon, is that it 
has repeatedly attempted to redeem African (or Negro) culture – not national culture: “This 
historical necessity in which the men of African culture find themselves to racialize their claims 
and to speak more of African culture than of national culture will tend to lead them up a blind 
alley.”86 Since the only thing that unites black people across geographical borders is that they 
have all been defined in comparison (or in opposition) to the white man and because their 
cultures are not necessarily the same, trying to find a common sense of shared culture across 
borders is detrimental to the notion of nationness. “Every culture is first and foremost 
national,”87 as Fanon explains, and so the overshadowing goal of the native intellectual is to 
grasp the essence of national culture. Only then can he contribute to the process of nation-
building and unification. 
 
Fanon and the Realm of  Post-liberation 
In some sense Fanon equates the notion of culture with nation (or at least nationalism)88 and he 
believes that culture is inextricably national; an accumulation of the people’s own efforts to 
describe, legitimate, and praise the actions through which they have constituted themselves as a 
people and maintained their existence. He takes the organized fight for liberation as finite proof 
of a national culture (which might be an overstatement), but also remarks that national culture 
emerges in the realm of the post-colonial as an altered state of being:  
 
[…] The conscious and organized undertaking by a colonized people to re-establish 
the sovereignty of that nation constitutes the most complete and obvious cultural 
manifestation that exists. It is not alone the success of the struggle which afterwards 
gives validity and vigor to culture; culture is not put into cold storage during the 
conflict. The struggle itself in its development and in its internal progression sends 
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culture along different paths and traces out entirely new ones for it. […] This struggle 
which aims at a fundamentally different set of relations between men cannot leave 
intact either the form or the content of the people’s culture. After the conflict there is 
not only the disappearance of colonialism but also the disappearance of the colonized 
man.89  
 
So while the role of national culture in the colonial setting is to empower the people and help 
instill in the collective soul a sense of common purpose, national culture becomes something 
entirely different in the realm of the post-colonial. Its importance, however, remains immense. 
Fanon believes it pivotal to turn the focus from a national consciousness into a social 
consciousness when struggle has lead to liberation. Liberation presents the nation with several 
potential pitfalls that may only be overcome with the greatest of care and effort. If for instance, 
the bourgeoisie – or the black elite – fails to implement the necessary structural changes and the 
introduction of democracy in the aftermath of liberation, it is likely that they will call upon the 
help of the prior colonial power – and thus enter into a neo-colonial relationship of continued 
dependency and exploitation. 
 
If there is not a shift from a national culture of liberation to one of social ideological 
implication, Fanon argues, there is a real risk of the new nation falling to pieces. National 
culture must now take on the quality of social and societal cohesion and become supportive of 
a new purpose; the common goal of national consciousness, national identity, national 
unification and the survival of the new nation.   
 
With regards to nation-building and the emergence (or reinvigoration) of national culture, 
Fanon advocates the modern nation-state as the ideal structural model and draws parallels 
between modern European nation-states and new African nations. In doing so, he blatantly 
disregards the fact that Africa was mapped by Europe with complete and utter lack of attention 
and respect for pre-colonial tribal, ethnic, religious, geographic, and linguistic divisions. This 
also complicates any idea of national-culture and national history in that any given colony might 
very well consist of several different micro-nations and cultures developed along separate and 
unique paths. For how can any nation evolve into a holistic entity when unification is 
complicated by cultural, ethnic, and linguistic barriers? Fanon seems to overlook or ignore this 
complicating aspect of African colonialism, and he did not foresee the very dramatic problems 
involved with nation-building in the post-colonial African context. For instance, there is proof 
in modern African national history that culture can in fact be a very destructive force. Secular 
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socialist attempts (such as those envisaged by Fanon) were outflanked in the post-colonial 
regimes of India and Algeria (where Fanon was personally involved) by counter-risings which 
mobilized culture and religion.90  
 
While on the subject of nation-building and national culture, let us turn to another influential 
post-colonial theorist, Homi K. Bhabha. He offers an interesting supplementary perspective on 
national culture. 
 
Homi K. Bhabha - Dissemination and Cultural Hybridity 
“The language of culture and community is poised on the fissures of the present becoming the 
rhetorical figures of a national past.”91  
 
Indian cultural and post-colonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha remains an immensely influential 
scholar in the present dialogues and discourses of nationalism and culture in post-colonial 
contexts. Like Fanon, Bhabha adopts an existentialist perspective when approaching post-
colonial phenomena and deals specifically with the binary opposition of oppressor and 
oppressed. He furthermore agrees with Fanon that having insight into one’s cultural 
background is important but that the promotion of a stringent fixation of culture on the basis 
of a cultural past can be dangerous. Contrary to Fanon, however, Bhabha aims at transcending 
the binaries by refusing to speak from either side of the polarity specter. Instead, he 
concentrates on criticizing the idea of cultural homogeneity and cultural essence. 
 
Whereas Frantz Fanon is writing in the specific context of colonialism and primarily aiming at 
empowering and ultimately liberating oppressed colonial peoples via a strong national-culture, 
Homi Bhabha is interested mainly in the post-colonial site of events. He does not theorize 
specifically about nation-building, but he problematizes the notion of the Western enunciation 
of nations and cultures being homogenous and linear in time. He deals with the prerequisites of 
nation-building.  
 
In the following we shall have a look at his highly disseminated and examined essay 
Dissemination; Time, narrative and the margins of the modern nation and the literary work The Location of 
Culture from 1994 in which the essay features. In The Location of Culture Bhabha examines the 
question of culture and nation in the realm of the “beyond” – the realm of the post-colonial. 
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Furthermore, he criticizes inadequate essentialist readings or approaches to nationhood and 
denounces the simplifying Western - typically historical, homogenous, and holistic - 
representations of nationhood in Third World countries since they only serve to define and 
preserve their subordinate status in comparison to the West.    
 
Throughout The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha builds the argument that both nations and 
cultures must be understood as “narratives”; social or discoursal constructs which are 
developed, revised and renegotiated continuously over time. These narratives - the nation’s 
historicity - Bhabha argues, arise from the “hybrid” interaction between opposing national and 
cultural constituencies within society, and they must consciously and effectively break with the 
archaic modes of Western narration which remain essentialist in character. It involves the active 
remembering and the active forgetting/ignoring of implicative historical manifestations, and 
therefore assumes an existentialist character. 
 
As reflected in the following reference, Bhabha is convinced that it is in the sphere of cultural 
overlap between contending national and cultural modalities of consciousness and the past and 
the present that the inadvertently complex notions of culture and nationness are negotiated and 
defined:  
 
It is in the emergence of the interstices - the overlap and displacement of domains of 
difference - that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, 
community interest, or cultural value are negotiated […] Terms of cultural 
engagement, whether antagonistic or affiliative, are produced performatively. The 
representation of difference must not be hastily read as the reflection of pre-given 
ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed tablet of tradition. The social articulation of 
difference, from the minority perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that 
seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of historical 
transformation.92 
 
This interstitial perspective, which takes its point of departure in the era of historical 
transformation – a place of cultural diaspora, represents an intervening space or a place of 
potential redemption. It replaces; “[…] the polarity of a prefigurative self-generating nation 'in 
itself' and extrinsic other nations” with the notion of “cultural liminality within the nation.”93 
This cultural liminality (or ambivalent cultural conscience) within the confinements of the 
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nation is then split between the people’s status as historical objects of what Bhabha calls a 
“nationalist pedagogy” and the “performative”; their ability to perform themselves in direction 
of social and cultural change. Put differently the people of a nation maneuver in the space 
between their historical past (the realm of image, representation, convention, and historical 
sedimentation) and the signifying process of identification and contemporaneity.94  This 
correlates with Homi Bhabha’s notion of the modern nation as a temporal existence within the 
realm of double-time - the occupying space of “meanwhile” between the past (their primordial 
culture, religion, traditions, customs, and beliefs) and the present (their contemporary 
ethnicities, modes of behavior, and allegiances). Here a new narrative emerges with the 
potential of conveying the tales of those events, people and processes existing in-between 
national symbols.  
 
To oppose the dominant retrograde historicism of the West and its fixed linear narrative of the 
nation as well as its claims for the “holism of culture and community”95 Bhabha advocates a 
renewed focus on the fault lines, the thresholds and border situations of a nation as the sites 
where cultural and national identities are performed and contested; this is where culture and 
notions of nationness are negotiated and minorities are given a voice of involvement and 
impact. And because these historical and societal interstices are ambivalent so are the cultural 
and national significations that they entail. They therefore result in hybrid notions of culture, or 
cultural hybridity as Bhabha will have it, and as such hybridity can be used teleologically – as a 
tool for cultural change. According to Bhabha, hybridity is a means of opposition with regards 
to the obsession with ethnic and racial purity which serves to legitimize both the repressing 
stereotypes and ideologies of colonizers and liberated nations.      
 
Hybridization can first of all be seen as a resulting instance of colonization which has disrupted 
and altered the cultural premises of primordial or indigenous peoples. Secondly – and more 
importantly – the undecidability and ambivalence of such a hybridity (which prevails in the 
post-colonial context) turns “the discursive conditions of dominance”96 into a site for conscious 
intervention.  
 
With regards to hybridity, Bhabha promotes an intra-communicational platform for the 
distribution and dissertational fusion of cultural positions via the use of different symbols, and 
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speech patterns.97 He calls this symbolic platform the third space, and refers to it specifically as 
a realm for interpreting, understanding, translating and merging cultural elements into a hybrid 
cultural entity under continual development. Particularly in geographical contexts of multi-
ethnicity and cultural diversity is such a space of great value. Because the perspective of the 
third space challenges the historical notions of homogeneity and essential cultural unification 
and withstands the idea that the meaning and symbols of culture have a static primordial fixity 
and significance, it allows a rehistoricized and contemporaneous hybridization of cultural elements. In 
other words it allows for the transcendence of cultural difference without any purposeful 
disregard of cultural diversity, and it might therefore serve very significantly as a means for 
national unification both in colonial and post-colonial settings. It allows for a culturally 
heterogeneous nation which is not a conventional entity of one language, one people and one 
unity. Such a space however, requires reciprocal respects, willingness, confidentiality, and an 
open mind, but it may also strengthen intrinsic notions of nationness, national identity and 
common purpose.      
 
 
Chapter 4: Kenya’s Historical, Political, Social and Cultural Context  
In this chapter, we will highlight the most relevant Kenyan historical and political events, as 
well as, the cultural and social aspects that have helped shape the Kenyan society so that we 
may reach a better understanding of the environment in which Wangari Maathai was brought 
up and the reasons for her struggle. 
 
Kenya’s Historical & Political Context 
The Pre-colonial Period 
To talk about history in Kenya prior to late 19th century means to talk about the history of the 
Kikuyu and the many other ethnic groups that co-habited the territory which would be 
delimited as Kenya, as a result of the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 in which different regions 
in Africa were assigned to European powers. 
 
The European contact with Africa, however, dates back to the 16th century and, at first, was 
mainly destructive. Just like the Arabs in East Africa, Europeans in West Africa encouraged 
tribal wars in their search for slaves and other riches. During the first half of the 19th century, 
Europeans intensified their exploration of the interior of Africa. Their knowledge of Africa, 
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however, was very limited and its main centers of development, like the great Empires of 
Sudan, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, and others. They also knew very little about their cultures. The 
idea that Africa was primitive and backward might have encouraged both well-intentioned 
missionaries, like Dr David Livingstone, and tyrannical exploiters to venture across the vast 
continent. 98   
 
According to Godfrei Muriuki, most of the studies about African history “have tended to 
portray the foreigners as a catalyst in a sea of hitherto docile and dormant recipient 
communities.”99 As a matter of fact, it was not until the 1920s and 1930s that scholars began to 
study the African tribes and their complex systems of land holdings, values, world views, and 
kinship organizations.100 Due to the scarcity of written sources, or even their non-existence, 
historians had mainly relied on oral traditions to reconstruct the African history. 
Notwithstanding the difficulties, Muriuki contends that oral traditions are not “necessarily more 
unreliable than written records,” as no historian can be entirely neutral in his judgments and 
values and, therefore, history “can only arrive at probabilities, but never at certainties.”101   
 
For the purpose of our project, however, we will take as point of departure the series of events 
that followed the Berlin Conference, also known as “the Scramble for Africa”, since this is the 
point in history in which a new map of Africa was defined. The consequences of the 
conference are claimed to be the root of several social, cultural and political wounds suffered by 
Africans, and in our case, Kenyans, until the present days. 
 
The Direct British Influence in Kenya 
According to R. M. Gatheru, the “Scramble for Africa” (1884-85) was used as a safety valve to 
appease rivalries among France, Germany, Great Britain and Belgium, that arose as a 
consequence of the Franco-Prussian war (1870-71) in Europe. A common motive for the 
ensuing division of the African continent was to end slavery and stimulate legitimate trade.102  
 
For many years, Britain had maintained a travel patrol on the East Coast in order to stamp out 
slave traffic, but it was in 1888 that the first official move inland took place, through a chartered 
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agent, the Imperial British East Africa Company, which would administer an area extending 
from Mombasa, on the East Coast, to beyond the western shores of Lake Victoria.103 The 
Company’s administration proved to be a commercial failure and this led the British 
government to assume direct control of the territory by creating the Uganda Protectorate in 
1894 and the East Africa Protectorate in 1895. One year after, in 1896, the construction of the 
Kenya-Uganda railway was started and was finished in 1901. More than 30,000 Asian Indians 
were brought to the region to work in the construction and around 20 percent of them would 
remain in Kenya after the completion of the line. Able traders, the Indians played “an 
important role in establishing the economy of the country on a working basis.”104 
 
In the meantime, and even before the establishment of the East Africa Protectorate, most of 
the African peoples had not accepted British rule, and it became necessary to send military 
expeditions, especially between 1900-1908, to persuade the Africans to accept the colonial 
government, most often, by force. All these bitter struggles are believed to have caused 
permanent traumas among the native peoples and their future generations. Furthermore, “the 
Africans were not united themselves and it was this divisiveness which helped the British to 
overtake the tribal elders and leaders.” In many cases, the British could find tribal leaders who 
were willing to cooperate and act as liaison between the colonial government and the tribal 
members. A wave of mistrust was, therefore, created both in relation to Europeans and in 
relation to themselves. 105 
 
In the struggle that followed one, specifically is said, to have infused grave anger in the Kikuyu 
people and deepened the mistrust that already existed. The conflict was that of British Captain 
Lugard and Kikuyu leader Waiyaki. Captain Lugard wanted to establish a station post in the 
area for the use of the Imperial British East Africa Company. Even though he faced some 
initial resistance, he managed to obtain the permission from Waiyaki to set up the station at 
Dagoretti, in 1890.106 To make sure that Lugard and his men would not interfere with the 
Kikuyu land, a ceremonial oath between Lugard and Waiyaki was arranged, allowing the station 
to be built, on the premise that the British respected the Kikuyu people and refrained from 
taking land. A written treaty was signed right after giving them the right to build the stationpost. 
For the Kikuyu, however, the oral agreement was the most important commitment between 
them, a commitment that would be violated as soon as Lugard left Dagoretti station in the care 
of one of his companions – porters from the station began violating, looting, and raping the 
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Kikuyu. Incensed by their betrayal, the Kikuyu reacted immediately, burning the station and 
expelling the white men from the Kikuyu land. They would come back, though, heavily 
reinforced, and take Waiyaki into captivity on 17 August 1892. According to tribal history 
transmitted orally through proverbs and legends, while being arrested, Waiyaki is believed to 
have said to his people to keep fighting and not give up their land. Sixty years later, these words 
would still be remembered through a famous military song sung by the Mau Mau fighters.107   
 
Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong’o, in his book A Grain of Wheat, tells about Waiyaki’s fate and considers the 
Dagoretti episode as the first event that led up to the Mau Mau rebellion: 
 
Later, so it is said, Waiyaki was buried alive at Kibwezi with his head facing into the 
centre of the earth, a living warn to those, who, in after years, might challenge the 
hand of the Christian woman (…). Then nobody noticed it; but looking back we can 
see that Waiyaki’s blood contained with it a seed, a grain, which gave birth to a 
movement whose main strength thereafter sprang from a bond with the soil.108 
 
Conflicts similar to the one that occurred at Dagoretti also took place in other parts of Kenya. 
In the western part, for example, the first major encounter between the Luhya and the British 
occurred in 1895, resulting in the death and imprisonment of hundreds of natives, besides the 
confiscation of their livestock.109 Furthermore, to keep the Kenya-Uganda railway moving after 
its completion in 1901 and to avoid a large operating deficit, the British decided to institute a 
small hut tax over the Africans – which would be gradually increased over the years. 
Additionally, the British tried to attract white settlers by offering them attractive land in the 
Highland area.  
 
During the Company's administration, the British government had decided not to claim any 
right to lands not in actual African ownership, but with the establishment of the Protectorate in 
Kenya, ownership laws were gradually changed until The East Africa Order in Council was 
issued in 1901. It defined Crown land as “all public lands which for the time being are subject 
to the control of His Majesty by virtue of any treaty, convention or agreement, and all lands 
which have been or may hereafter be acquired by His Majesty under the Lands Acquisition 
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Act.”  However, the meaning of “public lands” was not sufficiently clear,110 and with the new 
ownership laws, the European settlement was intensified.  
 
The influence of the white settlers increased throughout the Protectorate, and in 1904, the first 
official native eviction occurred as a consequence of Europeans applying for land in the Rift 
Valley, which was the Maasais’ preferred region for grazing their livestock. A pastoral and 
nomadic people, the Maasai were also known as being the most warlike people in East Africa. 
However, after considerable pressure from the Commission, then headed by Sir Donald 
Stewart, the Maasai agreed to move to two reserves – one in southern and one in northern 
Kenya – with a clause in the agreement stating that European and other settlers would not be 
allowed to take up land in the new reserves.111 Furthermore, in 1905, a declaration made by the 
land advising committee, Delamere Land Board – which would exert a great influence on land 
policy during the coming years – claimed that “the government was the owner of all land not 
held under title, whether occupied or not” and, therefore, it should only consider the 
agricultural natives’ right of occupation, and not native rights in the land.112 
   
Well assured of land, the settlers were then faced with an acute shortage of labor. Since the 
African economy was based on agricultural subsistence and the idea of working permanently 
for strangers was alien to their society, the Africans were adequately satisfied with their situation 
and did not feel the need to earn money for superfluous acquisitions. The European, in turn, 
relied on the supply of cheap African labor for their agricultural enterprise in Kenya. The 
problem was solved with the increase of taxes imposed over the Africans, with payments to be 
made in cash. Since the traditional economy was based on livestock exchange, cash could only 
be obtained by working for the white settlers. Failure to pay was severely punished with 
eviction, detention and even burning of the debtor's hut to the ground. Such abuses continued 
until 1936.113 
 
Since only Africans were taxed, the issue of other races having to pay taxes was raised by the 
Foreign Office in England. The settlers argued that if they were to pay taxes, they should be 
represented in a Legislative Council. This was finally set up in 1907, consisting of six official 
and two non-official members, all white. By that time, the Protectorate was under the Colonial 
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Office and the title ‘Commissioner’ was replaced by ‘Governor’. All legislation should pass the 
Governor and the official members of the Legislative Council.114  
 
In 1909, the Indian community succeeded in having a representative in the Legislative Council, 
but the Africans remained without representation. Both Africans and Indians were not allowed 
to acquire agricultural land in areas assigned for white settlement. In the same year, a new 
Governor was designated to the Protectorate, Sir Piercy Girouard. An admitted pro-settler, he 
managed to remove the Maasai from their northern reserve and reunite them with the rest of 
the tribe in the south, so that white settlers could expand their grazing grounds. In this dispute, 
the Maasai were technically defined as “foreign subjects” and the 1904 agreement was ignored 
by the local courts. At the same time, the Commission started to question the Maasai’s “wealth” 
in relation to other communities and required them to lease unused parts of their lands to other 
tribes or individual Africans.115 
 
In 1912 a new Governor assumed the local government and was faced with the problem of 
labor. Africans were working under deplorable conditions, an issue that became obscured by 
other simultaneous events, such as the imminence of a war with Germans both in Europe and 
in East Africa, and the settler’s demand for elective representation in the Legislative Council. 
The positive response for their demand came in 1919, when they were allowed to elect eleven 
members, whereas the Indians could elect two members, and the Africans, who equaled 98 
percent of the population, continued to be excluded from the political decisions.116 On top of 
that, the Crown Lands Ordinance of 1915, “declared all African lands Crown lands and 
converted their African owners into ‘tenants at will’ of the Crown,” extinguishing thus the 
natives’ land rights previously recognized.117 
 
Concurrently, thousands of Africans were sent southward to help Great Britain overcome 
German resistance in the region known today as Tanzania, during the First World War (1914-
1918). When the war ended, the British Government officially admitted the death of 23,869 
Africans during the war, but historian David Anderson, cited in Gatheru, reckons the death of 
124,000 Kikuyu alone. Back home, the survivors were to develop even more anger and 
frustration about their political situation. Among other benefits, British soldiers were offered 
generous grants of free land in Kenya, most of them occupied by Africans. A process called 
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alienation was started, causing the eviction of many African owners from their properties, while 
an insufficient compensation was offered to the natives to cover the costs of a complete new 
beginning elsewhere, usually in lands not as attractive as the ones set aside for the white settlers. 
The alienation process contradicted the Ordinance of 1902, which stated that the 
Commissioner should not sell or lease any land in the actual occupation of natives. 118  
  
Kenya as Crown Colony 
After the First World War, the Africans' political and economic situation became even worse. 
On the 23rd of July, 1920, Kenya was formally annexed to Great Britain as a Crown Colony, 
giving the white settlers even more political power. In 1921 an identification system was 
implemented. The so-called kipande was an identity card and passbook with social, economic 
and political implications that all African adult males were obliged to carry in order to look for 
work. At the same time, wages and salaries were lowered and taxes increased for the Africans, 
besides forced labor was introduced.119 
  
From 1918 to 1921, various African political associations emerged, like the Young Kavirondo 
Association (later on Kavirondo Taxpayers and Welfare Association) and the Kikuyu 
Association. The latter was dominated by Kikuyu government chiefs and supported by 
missionaries who were also unsatisfied with the Governor’s policies toward the Africans. But 
since the association’s leaders were government employees, they could not openly criticize their 
employer. In June 1921, Harry Thuku formed the Young Kikuyu Association, which was later 
called the East African Association in order to cover both Kenya and Tanganyika. Jomo 
Kenyatta, Jesse Kariuki and Joseph Kang'ethe were some of the other founding members. 
Gatheru notes that “…Africans of that generation do not seem to have been troubled with 
destructive tribalism and were ready to accept Harry Thuku as their acknowledged leader.”120 
 
Harry Thuku was initially a civil servant, a position from which he could observe the social 
injustices committed against the Africans. Thuku's influence was felt almost all over the 
country, where he toured to spread his inflamed words against forced and low-paid labor, 
racism, the kipande system, and land alienation, up to a point in which he put himself in an 
offensive position and was arrested together with other leaders of the East African Association 
in March, 1922. Demanding his release, a crowd of men and women got into confrontation 
with the police, resulting in the death of 200 Africans, although only 25 deaths were officially 
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reported by the government. Thuku remained arrested in a remote place for nearly a decade, 
but the Association continued its activities, causing apprehension among the European 
community and the government. Thuku would eventually return to politics in 1930, adopting a 
rather conservative stance but could not reestablish his previous influence and leadership. In 
the 1950s, Thuku collaborated with the British government denouncing the Mau Mau 
rebellion.” 121 
 
In 1923, for the first time the Africans were allowed to be represented in the Legislative 
Council: through a European missionary, Dr. John W. Arthur, who was nominated by the 
Governor. The East African Association and most of the population were against such 
nomination. In 1925, one more leader of the East African Association was arrested and the 
association was dismantled by the British Chief Native Commissioner, who argued that “since 
the organization aspired to be a multi-tribal political association, the government was not 
prepared to have its activities continue.” On the other hand, “the government was in favor of 
tribal associations, and not a single political association which could be joined by all tribes of Kenya” (our 
emphasis). This was a great disappointment to the Africans. Still, a new political movement 
emerged in 1925, the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA), which hoped to “maintain the East 
Africa Association’s policy, aims and objectives,” despite its name suggesting a tribal 
association.122 
 
The main concerns of the newly-formed association covered all tribes' interests but also specific 
Kikuyu interests. The common goals were to restore the African land rights prior to the 
alienation process; to release Harry Thuku; and to win Africans the right to grow cash crops, 
such as coffee and tea. They also demanded the translation of Kenya’s laws into the Kikuyu 
language and the establishment of a Kikuyu chieftaincy, a proposal which was, in fact, not 
appreciated by the Kikuyu, as they traditionally did not believe that power should be handed 
over to one particular person, but to a Council of Elders. The KCA therefore initially lacked the 
dynamism that would later be brought by Jonhstone Kinyata, in 1928 on a full-time basis. His 
name was later changed to Jomo Kenyatta.  
 
A Kikuyu member, Kenyatta was brought up enjoying both the traditional Kikuyu practices and 
a Christian education, and became very interested on matters affecting his people.123 His skills 
in written and spoken English led him to be the founding editor of a monthly publication called 
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Muigwithania – “The Reconciler”, an idea that would thereafter be associated with Kenyatta’s 
political career.124 In 1929 Kenyatta was sent to London to represent the African people. An 
occasion whereby Kenyatta could establish important contacts and call upon the attention of 
the British public with regard to Kenya's problems. Know as the “burning spear,” 125 the 
vigorous and eloquent Kenyatta became the acknowledged leader and representative of all 
Africans of Kenya after his return from London. But he would soon travel to the British capital 
again and live there from 1931 to 1946 to obtain an extensive education. Kenyatta would, 
therefore, remain in a marginal position as Kikuyu anti-colonial politics gained strength in 
Kenya. 126 
 
In the mid-1920s a public debate provoked by the missionaries over female circumcision 
(clitoridectomy) gave the KCA a good opportunity to take a stand in favor of the Kikuyu 
traditions, and against the dominance of the missions in relation to politics, culture and 
education, widening KCA’s support and membership. The campaign to ban clitoridectomy 
represented a direct challenge to the reproduction of the Kikuyu society, as the refusal of such 
an operation would mean that a woman would not find a Kikuyu husband. This would 
ultimately affect the whole social and family structures in which the Kikuyu society was based. 
The conflict weakened the Christian missionaries’ spheres of influence and caused many 
Kikuyu communities to refuse to send their children to the church schools. After the crisis, 
some followers returned to the churches, but many more established their own independent 
churches, and the tradition of mixing both Christian and local practices. With funds collected 
among the wealthier in the communities, the new churches set up their own schools, breaking 
the monopoly in education enjoyed by missionaries in Kenya since the late 19th century.127  
 
The Missionary Influence 
Except from a brief attempt made by the Portuguese to convert Africans on the East Coast to 
Catholicism in the 16th century, the first Christian mission that arrived in Kenya was the Church 
Missionary Society (C.M.S) of the Church of England in 1844, represented by the German 
missionary Dr. J.L. Kraft, whose hard work included the translation of the New Testament into 
Swahili. From 1862 to 1904 other denominations of Protestants and Catholics followed in the 
footsteps of C.M.S. with the common goal of evangelizing the Africans. Even though the 
missionaries were at times inclined to accept the colonial government policy in detriment to the 
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population's interest, Gatheru contends that “their hard work and moderating influence will 
stand as a solid and permanent contribution to Kenya's cause.” The missionaries worked hard, 
facilitating the communication between people of different languages, and being the pioneers in 
building churches, schools, and hospitals.128  
 
Gatheru points out that the influence of the missionary work on the development of Kenya 
“can best be understood in terms of intercultural relations.” He argues that the existing Kenyan 
society prior to the arrival of the missionaries was not necessarily better in all ways than the 
society that emerged as a result of the cultural interaction of Africans and Europeans, mostly 
due to the missionaries. The British establishment in Kenya made all the different tribes and 
clans function under one rule, “after which political, economic educational and “social 
‘transculturation’ was inevitably intensified, although deliberately encouraged by the colonial 
regime.”129 
 
Gatheru also argues that cultural diffusion has happened all over the world and it cannot be 
avoided, but the fact that Africans accepted European education and religion did not mean that 
Kenyans had abandoned their own heritage. In this sense, the missionaries lacked a finer 
sociological and psychological understanding. Their negative attitude in relation to the native 
traditions, beliefs and “pagan practices”, and their attempt to de-Africanize African cultures 
depreciate to a certain extent their remarkable achievements. In addition, inconsistencies in the 
Old and New Testaments regarding, for example, circumcision and polygamy, as well as the 
failure of many Europeans themselves in practicing principles of brotherhood, equality and 
goodness preached by the missionaries puzzled the Africans, who had taken Christianity very 
seriously. All these issues led to anti-missionary attitudes as from the mid-1920s.130 
 
Regarding education in Kenya, this work was carried out exclusively by the missionaries from 
1847 to 1925, when the colonial government finally took over part of the responsibility. Even 
so, the missionaries continued to dominate in this field. The Report of the Education 
Department of Kenya for 1938 showed that of the 600,000 children of school age, 129,007 
were attending school, 57 percent of which were being educated in unaided mission and 
independent schools, 39 percent in mission schools receiving government aid, and only 4 
percent in government schools.131 
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As the Independent Churches and Schools emerged, they faced many financial and 
organizational problems. Even so, by 1937, two Kikuyu Independent School Associations had 
established more than 50 schools providing education to more than 7,000 children. The 
colonial government, in turn, had opposed these initiatives since the beginning and managed to 
close many of them, as well as to refuse the opening of new ones, claiming that educational 
standards of those schools were not adequate. The Independent Schools movement then took 
on a political significance in 1938, when the government found out that the KCA had taken 
over one of the school associations. Two years later, an ordinance was proclaimed making it 
illegal to conduct a private school that had been ordered closed or was without the consent of 
the Director of Education. As a result, all the independent schools were closed, meaning one 
more disappointment to the African people. In colonial Kenya education was, therefore, not 
meant for everyone. The allocation of the educational funds and facilities was defined according 
to racial stratification: first, Europeans, followed by Asians, Arabs and Africans, in that order.132 
 
It has to be emphasized, though, that most of the African leaders who emerged from the 1920s 
to the 1950s “were all products of missionary education.”133 
 
Labor Conditions, Second World War and Crisis 
Since the colonial development had always been based on cheap native labor, the main problem 
for the settlers was to “insure a stable work force, conceding in return the lowest possible 
wages and the absolute minimum of rights.” The solution found was to introduce criminal 
sanctions into the civil contract of employment. Trade unions were made illegal in order to 
avoid the risk of strikes or other organized claims and the fines charged in case of desertion and 
other “crimes” of this type were very high, and could result in imprisonment. The “wage 
freeze” to which Kenyan Africans had been submitted during almost 30 years would be lightly 
alleviated as a measure taken to solve the shortage of labor caused by the participation of 
Kenyan Africans in the Second World War.134 
 
In numbers of men, the contribution of Africans to help Britain in the fight against Nazism and 
Fascism, was twenty times greater than the white settlers, who were at times conscripted into 
the army while Africans volunteered, temporarily overlooking the political struggles and social 
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injustices faced by them. While fighting for freedom and democracy, those soldiers began to 
wish for the same way of life at home. Contradictory enough, in Kenya the KCA was banned in 
1940, being accused of being subversive for having held meetings without permission from the 
District Commissioner. In 1944, as a reward for the Africans' military contribution in East 
Africa and South East Asia, the Kenyans would then be allowed to have one African 
representative in the Legislative Council, still nominated by the Governor. Thus, Mr. E. W. 
Mathu joined the European missionary previously nominated, the Rev. L. J. Beecher. Together, 
they continuously demanded a larger and direct (elected) representation, without success. In 
1947, Rev. Beecher resigned and three more Africans were nominated.135 
 
After the nomination of E. W. Mathu to the Kenya Legislative Council, the Africans got 
permission to constitute a country-wide political body, which evolved into the Kenyan African 
Study Union, soon afterward renamed the Kenyan African Union (KAU). The members of the 
Kikuyu Central Association, who had maintained an underground movement since the ban on 
their association in 1940, decided to become dual supporters as they no longer thought that 
sticking to constitutional struggle was viable. However, the colonial government imposed many 
restrictions on the activities of the KAU regarding freedom of speech and freedom of 
assembly, among other constraints. Consequently it was made necessary to obtain police 
permission to hold meetings.136 
 
In September 1946, Jomo Kenyatta returned to Kenya, committed to fight for independence. 
Seen as a hero by many Africans, he was received in his country with great joy. In June 1947 
Kenyatta was unanimously elected president of the KAU and in his speech, he demanded that 
Highlands reservation should be formally revoked and pass laws abolished.137 
 
At this time, a political issue had been debated since 1945 about instituting an economic 
cooperation among Kenya, Uganda and Tanganiyka. A set of proposals called Colonial Paper 
No. 191 was issued and sent to East Africa for discussion. The proposals included the 
formation of an East African High Commission, with a Central Legislative Assembly, 
containing equal representation of all races from each territory. The Africans and Asians in 
Kenya were in favor of the proposals, but the white settlers strongly opposed it. To content 
them, the Colonial Secretary replaced the Colonial Paper No. 191 by the Colonial Paper No. 
210, in which the white settlers were given the majority representation. In this new Paper, it was 
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also proposed to increase the number of nominated African representatives in the Legislative 
Council to four. This encouraged E. W. Mathu to support the Colonial Paper 210, causing great 
disappointment to some members of the KAU. The implementation of the “210” became a 
new source of anger and frustration for the Kenyan Africans.138 
 
Also around 1947, another issue regarding the Kenya Highlands arose, when the government 
wanted to oblige the Kikuyu to implement a system of digging terraces for soil conservation 
throughout their reserves in Nyeri and Fort Hall Districts. The compulsion was not accepted by 
the Kikuyu, especially by a group of young men known as the “Forty Boys”, who argued that 
the methods proposed were not adequate and that the lands in the reserves were too 
overcrowded, raising the question of opening up the empty Kenya highlands for the Africans, 
and also suggesting that, instead of compulsory digging, the government should make available 
public funds for such tasks. The Kikuyu's reluctance in terms of digging their own terraces was 
taken by the white settlers as an incapability of carrying out the work, confirming the settlers' 
opinion that the Africans’ farming methods were too primitive and that they would ruin the 
land if allowed to farm in the Kenya Highlands. In the end, once more, the Africans’ 
complaints and demands were not taken into consideration.139 
 
Besides the resentment towards Europeans, the “Forty Boys” fiercely opposed certain Africans 
who did not support the KAU - normally chiefs and faithful members of the Christian mission 
churches - referring to them as the “unpatriotic ones”. Some of the members of the “Forty 
Boys” had fought during the Second World War and apart from developing political ideas, they 
also developed military skills. 
 
Following the approval of the Colonial Paper No. 210, the settlers published the “Kenya Plan” 
in 1949, deeply stressing European leadership and denying any further African representation. 
This was the last straw that would lead to the outbreak of the Mau Mau rebellion in 1952. 
 
The Mau Mau Rebellion 
The greatest revolt that arose in Kenya during the colonial period was then presented by many 
British and their supporters as “the war between savagery and civilization”, carried out by men 
who wanted to get back to a tribal past and stop progress and modernization. Before the Mau 
Mau, Kenya had a different image, seen from the perspective of the white settlers: it was the 
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land of sunshine, peace, plenty, and obedient servers to which Europeans had brought order 
and prosperity. The Mau Mau came to disturb this order in a painful way, in the very moment 
when the old European Empires were in retreat, trying to recover from the damages of a recent 
war, and while other colonies in Africa and Asia were conquering independence. Nationalism 
was the order of the day.140 
 
The rebellion started slowly, with some sparse attacks on colonial chiefs and servants, being 
intensified by the declaration of a State of Emergency, with military troops moving into the 
colony, the arrest of Jomo Kenyatta and more than 80 African leaders, and the ban of the 
KAU. It is not clear whether Kenyatta did or did not have any involvement with the Mau Mau 
uprising. Apparently he took a neutral stance and was innocent of the charges attributed to him. 
Still, he was condemned to seven years of detention and hard labor.141 Although the movement 
arose and spread out mostly among the Kikuyu, the most populous ethnic group in Kenya, it 
represented a national feeling against the white power, oppression and injustice, and not a tribal 
struggle.142 However, the struggle also became a war between the rebels and the so-called 
‘loyalists’ – Africans who supported the status quo –, partly due to a policy deliberately adopted 
by the British to foster African divisiveness by arming ‘Home Guards,’ which were supposed to 
protect the villages from attacks and to help the police and military forces to capture the Mau 
Mau fighters.143 
 
Centered in Nairobi City, the Mau Mau body had a Central Committee, formed by at least one 
representative of the main districts of the Kikuyu-Embu-Meru reserves, plus some members of 
the Wakamba, Luo and AbaLuhya communities. The actions of the forest-based fighters were 
controlled from Nairobi, therefore, a lot of intelligence work took place. That is why Mau Mau 
fighters and supporters acted under a severe oath, a practice inspired by an old Kikuyu 
tradition. However, the Mau Mau leaders were accused of distorting the original principles of 
the Kikuyu oath, while Home Guards also broke Kikuyu tradition by raping women in the 
villages and towns.144 
 
When the British intelligence service succeeded in dismantling the Mau Mau headquarters in 
Nairobi, the movement actions became fragmented. The Mau Mau relied largely on guerrilla 
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tactics whereas the government troops relied on patrol, arrest, torture, hanging, and collective 
punishment, the latter affecting innocent people as in cases of relocation of squatters to 
Emergency villages – often having to leave behind all their belongings, or even witnessing the 
total burning of a village.145  
 
When the State of Emergency came to an end in 1959, the whole rebellion had caused the 
death of 32 white settlers, 200 British policemen and soldiers, 1,800 African civilians, and, 
according to official figures, 12,000 rebels – the real figure is likely to have been more than 
20,000. Among the almost 3,000 Kikuyu that were convicted for Mau Mau crimes and taken to 
court between 1952 and 1958, 1,574 were sentenced to be hanged. Never had state execution 
been used on such a large scale by the British as it was during the Mau Mau rebellion.146  
 
Independence 
In spite of the British military superiority, the Mau Mau resistance showed how vulnerable the 
white settlers were and that the problem would not be solved only by military means. Even 
during the State of Emergency, new African leaders arose, among others, Tom Mboya, Joseph 
Murumbi, Mbiyui Koinange and Oginga Odinga. Well-educated and with new political views, 
these men would keep the struggle on constitutional terms. 
 
In 1955, African representation in the Legislative increased from six nominated members to 
eight members that could be elected through “high qualified vote”. But these new members 
continued to demand a larger representation. In 1957, a new constitution allowed 14 Africans 
out of 36 elected members. In the meantime, Oginga Odinga, a fearless Luo leader, vigorously 
tried to restore Kenyatta's reputation both national- and international wise, referring to him as 
the “father of African politics in Kenya.”147 
 
In February 1960, a constitutional conference took place in London, where a delegation led by 
Ronald Ngala and Tom Mboya participated. In this conference, the Colonial Secretary, Iain 
MacLeods recognized that Kenya’s independence was inevitable and that the delegates should 
work on measures to achieve that goal. The formation of the first nationwide party was then 
allowed and so the Kenya African National Union (KANU) was created. But the leaders of 
different districts and ethnic groups were not ready to agree on national terms and a dissident 
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group formed a new party, the Kenya African Democratic Union (KADU). Gatheru 
understands this as a consequence of the fact that only tribal-based politics were allowed during 
the colonial period and that, at that time, there were too many leaders, with the public expecting 
their respective men to become national leaders. Still, KANU won the elections held in 
February 1961, but refused to form a government until Kenyatta had been released. In fact, 
both parties wanted Kenyatta, but when he was finally released in 1962, he chose KANU. In 
May 1963, Kenyatta was elected Prime Minister and the date for independence was set to be 
December 12th, 1963. At the “Uhuru” (independence) ceremony, Kenyatta called for the 
Kenyan people’s hard work, under the slogan of “Harambee” (pull together), to build the new 
nation.148  
 
Post-colonial Kenya 
The most important feature of the 1963 Lancaster Constitution, imposed by the British, was its 
decentralization of power. It included a quasi-federal system of autonomous regional 
governments and was provided for multiparty democracy and a freely elected bicameral 
parliament. But it turned out to be an unworkable document, given the lack of experience of 
the Kenyan state with democracy. However, the numerous amendments of the 1963 
constitution would have disastrous consequences for the rights of Kenyans. The first 
amendment was already proposed during the 1963 elections, when KANU pushed for the 
creation of a republic and to extinguish regionalism.149 
 
In the first anniversary of independence, Kenya became a republic with a president, Jomo 
Kenyatta, as the head of the state. With this new government form, the president and his 
ministers were responsible to the National Assembly, which consisted of the Senate and the 
House of Representatives. The Senate was abolished later.150 
 
In November 1964, KADU was dissolved voluntarily to give way to a one-party system. Even 
though the constitution still permitted multipartyism, political elites chose the one-party system, 
arguing that by denying a proliferation of parties a perpetuation of tribal conflicts could be 
avoided. It was thought that the subordination of racial or tribal interests to that of the nation 
was essential for Kenya to survive. Therefore, in the same way that common suffering under 
colonial power brought different ethnic groups together, they had to join forces and accept new 
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identities and learn to be Kenyans.151 Makau Mutua argues, though, that “the disappearance of 
KADU paved the way for a despotic executive run by a de facto one-party state.” From 1964 to 
1969, KANU passed a number of amendments to make it easier to amend the constitution, 
increasing the power of the president, curtailing human and political rights, and ensuring 
Kenyatta’s reelection.152 
 
Among the different problems faced by the government were the challenge of nationhood and 
the proper utilization of the country’s resources, the right balance between industry and 
agriculture, town and country. Unemployment also increased as a consequence of 
overpopulated reserves, especially Kikuyu, as did the drift of unskilled work force to the towns. 
Corruption also started to emerge among ministers and other politicians, especially during 
Kenyatta’s second mandate, when he was frequently sick. In spite of the fact that, Gatheru 
argues that Kenyatta’s government went a long way to bring economic, social and cultural 
progress to Kenya in a short time and with limited resources.153 
 
Within KANU, there were two factions: the more radical wing, represented by Oginga Odinga 
and Bildad Kaggia, and the conservative and more powerful wing, led by Kenyatta and Tom 
Mboya. Whereas the former sought more radical economic policies which would benefit 
squatters, the landless, and the poor, the latter was allied with the emergent business and landed 
African elites.154 
 
In 1966, a new amendment to the 1963 constitution dismissed Odinga from the vice presidency 
and created seven provincial vice presidencies. Odinga and other legislators formed the Kenya’s 
People Union (KPU), which was the official opposition in Parliament, but according to a 
previous amendment, the defectors were forced to seek a fresh mandate from the electorate, 
which strengthened KANU’s participation in Parliament. The KPU was banned in 1969.155 
 
When Kenyatta died in 1978, Daniel arap Moi, a member of the Kalenjin community and then 
vice president, assumed the presidency. Although he had been the least likely person to succeed 
Kenyatta, Moi managed to create a political class loyal to him and exploit the centralized, 
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personalized state inherited from Kenyatta to win the 1979 elections. Faced with increasing 
criticism, Moi used political maneuvers to get Parliament to pass the Section 2A amendment, 
which declared all political opposition illegal and made Kenya a “de jure one-party state” in 
June 1982.156  
 
Increased autocracy and corruption in the government as well as its inability to implement 
redistributive policies to redress ethnic imbalances were the reasons for a coup attempt by the 
Kenyan air force in August, 1982. Even though it failed, the coup attempt gave Moi the perfect 
excuse to intensify repression between 1982 and 1990, leading “to waves of arrests, detentions, 
phony trials and convictions of government opponents, and severe restrictions on basic 
rights.”157 This was further exemplified in 1988, when the secret ballot was abolished and the 
queue voting was introduced. Since this procedure required voters to openly line up behind 
their chosen candidates, few voters dared to support government opponents.158  
 
The political assassination of foreign minister Robert Ouko in 1990 further raised indignation 
and open attacks to the party state by lawyers, clergymen, politicians, and civil society, calling 
for multipartyism.159 Also, in the early 1990s open political activity was permitted and many 
effective NGOs emerged. Before that, the few influential civil society organizations were the 
Law Society of Kenya; the university community; clerics; Wangari Maathai’s Green Belt 
Movement, and sections of the press. But they operated under constant persecution.” Working 
in tandem with opposition parties, “the civil society movements were instrumental in opening 
up the political space and pushing for reforms to level the playing field.”160 
 
In August 1991, the Forum for the Restoration of Democracy (FORD) was formed by veteran 
politicians and pro-democracy advocates, challenging Moi’s threats. In November 1991, FORD 
efforts were backed by the influential Paris Club of donors, which put pressure on the 
government by suspending aid to Kenya while political and economic reforms did not take 
place. On December 2, President Moi announced the repeal of Section 2A and legalized 
political opposition.161 Nonetheless, the 1992 elections’ campaigns and preparations were 
characterized by fear, mayhem, and intimidation. Among other measures aimed at undermining 
                                                 
156 Mutua, 2008:65-66 
157 Mutua, 2008:67 
158  Mutua, 2008:67 
159  Mutua, 2008:68 
160 Mutua, 2008:83 
161  Mutua, 2008:68  
59/125   WANGARI MAATHAI
    
  
the opposition - the Rift Valley - Moi's stronghold was declared a "KANU only" zone. 
Government agents posing as members of the Kalenjin group committed a series of murders 
and looting on members of the Kikuyu, Luo, and Luhya. Over 1,000 presumed government 
opponents were killed or had their property destroyed or confiscated. Moi reminded the 
country what he had “said in the past that when a multiparty system is introduced, it will create 
tribalism, divisions, and so on.” Constant tribal clashes orchestrated by the KANU party-state 
continued until 1995,162 and in the 1992 elections the opposition was so divided by ethnic and 
personal agendas that they could not defeat KANU and Moi even though their tally was over 
two-third of the votes.163 
 
In the 1997 elections, KANU once more used the state machinery and repression to weaken 
the opposition, which was even more fragmented than in 1992, and KANU won again. Mutua 
considers the 1997 election a step backward for Kenya and he believes that it was largely due to 
the myopia of the opposition leaders. In 2002, the opposition finally decided to join forces 
against the KANU-Moi regime. The Liberal Democracy Party (LPD) and the National Alliance 
Party of Kenya (NAK) formed the National Rainbow Coalition (NARC), an opposition 
coalition led by Kibaki. NARC gathered four of the five major Kenyan ethnic groups – Kikuyu, 
Luhya, Kamba, and Luo. On December 27, 2002, Kibaki and NARC overwhelmingly beat 
KANU and their candidate Uhuru Kenyatta at the polls.164  
 
However, to Kenyans’ disappointment, the reformist, democratic, and market-oriented agenda 
preached by NARC during the election campaigns had either been abandoned or repudiated 
after some years. Corruption returned and NARC lost support both within and outside the 
country’s border. Factional power struggles ultimately killed NARC in 2005.165 
 
The doubtful results of the last elections in December 2007 are an “evidence of deep-seated 
historical grievances and social dysfunctions.”166 Coming from different ethnic groups, Kibaki 
(Kikuyu) and Odinga (Luo) ran for president and both claimed to have won. Odinga claimed 
that the results were manipulated in favor of Kibaki. This unleashed escalating violence 
between ethnic groups resulting in the death of approximately 1,500 people and the 
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displacement of 600,000.167  To end the post-poll crisis, the rivals agreed in February to share 
power and Kenya's opposition leader Raila Odinga officially became prime minister of a 
coalition cabinet on the 17th of April, 2008. According to the agreement, 40 cabinet ministers – 
20 for each leader – have taken position. Kibaki's party retained the key finance and internal 
security ministries.  Odinga’s party, the Orange Democratic Movement (ODM), has the 
majority in Parliament. 
 
In the inauguration ceremony, Odinga, whose campaign's commitment was to end ethnic 
favoritism and spread the country's wealth more equitably, promised that the cabinet's top 
priority would be to resettle those displaced during the conflicts. He also promised a “new, 
inclusive” Kenya and asserted: “We can now consign Kenya's past failures of grand corruption 
and grand tribalism to our history books.” 168  
 
Kenya’s Social and Cultural Context 
Formed by at least forty-two ethnic groups and many other foreign communities, Kenya is 
today a mosaic of cultural and racial diversity. Besides African Kenyans, the present population 
of nearly 34 million169 people include many Asian communities, descendants of European 
‘settlers’, as well as expatriate communities and hundreds of thousands refugees from other 
African countries, such as Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Sudan, among others.170 
 
Kenya’s largest ethnic group, the Kikuyu (also called Gikuyu or Agikuyu) have occupied the 
central highlands surrounding Kirinyaga (Mount Kenya) for approximately four centuries. The 
Kikuyu are predominantly farmers, and have always played a central role in the development of 
the independent nation.171 The Indian community has also exerted an important influence in 
the Kenyan society. Brought by the British to work in the construction of the Kenya-Uganda 
Railway, many Indians stayed in Kenya afterward, playing a dominant role in commerce and 
trade. While the Indians were commercially superior, the Arab influence through the Swahili 
language and religion was much greater. Before the British rule over Kenya, the Arabs had 
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strategic trading centers at Mombasa and especially in Zanzibar, where the Swahili people were 
established. Today Swahili is a racial mixture of Arabs and Africans. 172 
 
In regards to communication, Kenya has a total of 61 languages, most of which are African 
languages, whereas Middle-Eastern and Asian languages comprise a minority. English and 
Swahili are the two official languages.173 Before colonial rule, the networks of exchange, through 
which goods passed, helped to determine how the different ethnic groups defined themselves. 
Economic exchanges and intermarriage were important forms of interaction. Acts of violence 
occurred but they were not dominant as believed by colonizers. With this notion, the colonial 
policy established toward the local communities was to keep them separated.174 
 
Religion and Worldview 
A worldview is an encompassing explanation of what life is about and how people are expected 
to behave. Among other important aspects, religious beliefs are part of one’s worldview. Today 
Christianity and traditional beliefs dominate Kenyans’ religious practices, followed by a growing 
Muslim population as well as many Hindus.175 Because of the complex cultural composure of 
the country, the peoples of Kenya do not share a single worldview. Be they Christian, Muslim, 
traditional believers, or a mix, the cultural characteristics of each ethnic community will add still 
more elements to their particular worldview. To make things even more complex, many 
Christians and Muslims in Kenya may also appeal to traditional religious divinities, especially 
when a situation seems dire.176 
 
Terms such as witch doctors, shamans, spirit mediums, and even voodoo priestesses and priest are typically 
associated with ‘traditional’ belief systems, but these functionaries are specific to some ethnic 
groups and not all types are found in Kenya. Nowadays, Christianity and Islam are also 
considered traditional religions by Africans.177 Another common misunderstanding related to 
traditional religions is the notion that all these belief systems are polytheistic. In fact, the 
majority of belief systems found in Kenya are monotheistic. For many of the peoples living 
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around or near Mount Kenya, for example, the mountain’s peak is believed to be the home of 
Enkai or Ngai.178  
 
A common difference between the Christian, Islamic God and Ngai or Waq (a divine entity for 
many peoples who live in the north) is that the ‘African’ God is not omnipresent. Therefore, it 
is necessary to perform ceremonies that include ritual animal sacrifices or offering of other gifts 
to God to ensure that proper attention is addressed to the community, especially in difficult 
times.179 
 
In many traditional religious practices, ancestors are also believed to play an active role in the 
everyday lives of the living. Ancestors are not worshipped, but they are regularly revered and 
offered gifts. Illness and misfortune are sometimes attributed to an angry ancestor for being 
neglected. Another important feature of traditional belief systems is the valuing of unity and 
harmony. These belief systems are essentially communal in terms of keeping harmonious 
relationships with family and clan members. This worldview opposes the more individualistic 
views of Islam and Christianity, one of the most troubling aspects for Africans when embracing 
such religions.180 
 
Religious belief is often intertwined with the maintenance of order. Misfortune is usually 
understood to be a consequence of people not following the moral and ethical rules, or even 
disturbing the balance between the natural and the supernatural. For the Kikuyu, oaths or 
ordeals were traditional means to make people behave according to the community standards 
and take responsibility for their actions. In their capacity of being solemn promises to 
supernatural powers, the oaths served typically to bind individuals to their decision; breaking 
them would bring severe consequences. Oaths were also used to send evil spirits away and to 
protect property rights. During the Mau Mau rebellion, the Kikuyu and other Mount Kenya 
peoples used the oaths to create and reinforce community solidarity, sometimes in an imposing 
and intimidating way.181 
 
With the introduction of Christianity and the missionaries' efforts to make natives fully adhere 
to new religious practices and also adopt a broad range of Western values, rural communities in 
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particular were often persuaded to abandon traditional rituals and practices that were crucial to 
their family and community identity, and that served to keep social and family structures, such 
as polygamy and initiation rites. However, as mentioned previously, with the rise of 
independent churches, aspects of traditional religious rituals and practices were mixed with 
Christian practices.182 
 
Today, both Islam and Christianity continue to grow at a significant rate, especially in urban 
areas. These religions have become a “super-ethnic fellowship,” that can include different 
tribes. The social programs of churches, mosques and temples have also been decisive in 
assisting people in issues that should be under the government’s responsibility, and in providing 
many with hope of a better future. Still, calls for a return to ‘authenticity’ come periodically 
either from traditional leaders or from highly educated people. The latter's interest in such a 
return to purely traditional religious practices rests on their emphasis on harmony, unity, and 
respect for clan and community members.183  
 
Gender Roles, Marriage and Family 
According to folklore, there was a time in which the Kikuyu were ruled based on a matriarchal 
system. This system decayed, however, due to a conspiracy by men against the ruling women. 
In A Grain of Wheat, Ngũgĩ Wa Thiong’o mentions this time: 
 
It was many, many years ago. Then women ruled the land of the Agikuyu. Men […] 
were only there to serve the whims and needs of the women. Those were hard years. 
So they […] plotted a revolt, taking an oath of secrecy […] in the common pursuit of 
freedom. They would sleep with all the women at once […]. Fate did the rest; women 
were pregnant; the takeover met with little resistance.184 
 
In fact, there was once a female leader, Wangũ wa Makeeri, who was one of the first local chiefs 
appointed by the British at the end of the 19th century in Murang'a District. However, 
stereotypical portrayals of Makeeri as a leader, also as a whore or personification of evil, have 
caused many modern Kikuyu to consider her a mythical character.185 This is mainly so because 
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of the dominant patriarchal discourse in contemporary Kenyan society. Nonetheless, women 
are the backbone of the rural and the urban economy. According to the gender division of 
labor, women are traditionally assigned both productive and reproductive activities, especially in 
the rural areas. While man is responsible for anything related to livestock, the tasks culturally 
designated to women involve “rearing children, planting, weeding, harvesting, grinding grain, 
collecting water, fuel, wood, and plastering the house.”186  
 
Nowadays, in urban areas, Kenyan women are facing the same social stress as in other countries 
in the world where, besides having a job, women are still expected to do all the domestic work 
at home.187 The most significant change in the traditional family life started during the colonial 
era when men were forced to leave home to look for jobs elsewhere in order to earn wages to 
pay taxes. This forced women to take on even more responsibilities to meet the family needs. 
Men got very low wages, so the amount of money they could send home was very little. 188 
 
As most Kenyan ethnic groups follow a patriarchal system, inheritance passes through the male 
line, which again accentuates male dominance. Thus, when getting married a bride usually 
leaves her family to live with the husband’s family. However, since a woman’s labor is so vast in 
scope, the bride's departure means a significant loss to her family and, therefore, the concept of 
the dowry is important in traditional Kenyan society.189 If a man can afford the dowry, he may 
take additional wives. In polygamous families, the first wife holds a position of authority in 
relation to the other co-wives, as well as her children in relation to the co-wives’ children. 
Actually, according to tradition, a man must get his first wife's permission before he can marry 
another woman, but in practice she has little power in the relationship and her opinion will not 
be taken into account. 190  
 
 Today, as the vast majority of the population is Christian, a husband is permitted only one legal 
wife. However, there are still instances in which a man combines two traditions and marries one 
woman in the church and another according to traditional custom, and keeps them in different 
places, normally one in the city and the other in the countryside.  
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Divorce is actively discouraged in Kenyan society, and considerable pressure is exerted on a 
couple by family members and the community to resolve their differences. Especially, women 
are discouraged to seek divorce and those who do are looked down upon by the Kenyan 
patriarchal society. 191 
 
Initiation is another important rite of passage, as it transforms the individual’s social status from 
child to adult. Stories, songs and dances are also part of the shared initiation experience. In a 
number of Kenyan communities, the ceremony that marks the passing of a girl to womanhood 
has included female genital mutilation. Although it is claimed that the practice is not performed 
with the intention of harming a girl, but enabling her to be properly married, many Kenyans 
today find this traditional practice an outdated rite. This is a result of many factors, such as the 
conversion to Christianity, school attendance and the recognition that the practice can have 
implications for a woman’s reproductive health. 
 
In rural areas the practice of circumcision is still an important and integrated aspect of culture. 
The government has tried a number of responses, including arresting the parents of girls who 
undergo this rite. The impact has not been altogether effective, as the changes in law must go 
hand in hand with cultural changes, and these are typically slow. Peer pressure is still very 
strong on girls and their parents and some Kenyans adhere to the practice as a religious 
obligation.192 Nowadays, young women are being supported by nongovernmental organizations 
and urban Kenyan groups that aim to create alternative rites of passage.193 Furthermore, the 
spread of urbanization, Western education, and the expansion of modern economies are all 
bringing change into the lives of Kenyan women and men. Traditions of dowry, polygamy and 
circumcision are in decline. As nearly one third of the population now lives in urban areas, the 
importance of the extended family is also diminishing. When both husbands and wives work, 
old divisions of labor are becoming outdated. Inheritance patterns are also changing as parents 
want all their children to equally share the family’s possessions.194 
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Economy and Social Conditions  
Agriculture is Kenya’s largest economic activity, producing and exporting mainly maize, tea, 
wheat and coffee, among other crops.195 The agricultural sector employs 80 percent of the labor 
force whereas 7 percent are employed in the industrial sector and 13 percent in the service 
sector.196 Approximately 20 million people work as farmers. Coffee and tea are cultivated in the 
central highlands. However, farmland has become a scarce commodity as only 14 percent of 
Kenya’s land is suited for agriculture or ranching.197 Beef and dairy cattle are also an important 
part of the country’s economy, as is the fish industry and tourism. Hunting used to be a 
significant component of Kenya’s economy in the past, but it was banned in 1977. Nevertheless 
clandestine hunting continues to be practiced.198 All of Kenya’s peoples today are facing the 
consequences of rising populations, rural exodus, land deterioration and privatization into 
small-holdings, and political and ethnic conflicts.199  
 
Sobania argues that “the country, once self sufficient in food, today suffers from smuggling, 
corruption, and environmental problems.” Land ownership is also a polemic question. Kenya’s 
birth rate of 4.7 percent is among the highest in the world. And people cannot count on the 
government. People are desperate to survive and make a living for them and their families. This 
causes them to make decisions without taking into account issues of “environment 
management, the destruction of natural resources and ecological niches.”200 
 
 
Chapter 5: Analysis 
In the following we will examine how Wangari Maathai has built up her memoir in relation to 
the events that she has chosen to focus on and the intentions behind these choices. In this 
connection, we will try to identify instances of communicative and linguistic use that help 
strengthen her arguments for or against different issues related to the socio-cultural and 
political aspects of the Kenyan society. We will therefore analyze how she uses her personal 
history as well as that of her country’s to get her messages through both on a personal and a 
national level. 
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In writing the memoir, Maathai has first and foremost had to select some events and leave out 
others. She has done so very consciously and every story that she has chosen to include in the 
book helps build up a large-scale argument for the importance of her socio-political, and 
environmental causes as well as her personal achievements. This is evident from the stories and 
events Maathai focuses on in terms of describing her childhood. Most of these memories are 
about the importance of protecting nature, and how life seemed to be more harmonious back 
then, when everything did not evolve around the cash economy and the cash crops. She tells 
stories of her playing with clean water, enjoying the fig trees and dense vegetation, and basking 
in the sun, all of which happy stories about her and her family having enough drinkable water, 
about her mother having enough nutritious food, etc. Later, she explains that this has all 
changed as the vegetation has disappeared, the fig trees that once held the earth together and 
pulled up the ground water have been destroyed by cash crop fields, and that earth erosion 
pollutes the water and leaves the local people with little vegetation to eat. With the trees the 
British introduced for the timber and building industry, “they eliminated local plants and 
animals, destroying the natural ecosystem that helped gather and retain rainwater,”201 but 
Maathai then argues that this is exactly what the Green Belt Movement is working to get back. 
Moreover, Maathai argues throughout the rest of her book that the Green Belt Movement is an 
answer to the scarcity and misdistribution of natural resources. Hence the aim of the Green 
Belt Movement is not only to solve the environmental problems, but very much to solve the 
social problems related to the scarcity of these resources. We will return to these political issues 
later.  
 
Credibility 
To sustain her credibility Maathai focuses on the very substantial fact that she won the Nobel’s 
Peace Prize in 2004. Her having been approved and acknowledged by the Nobel’s Peace Prize 
Committee gives us the impression that Maathai and her narrative express a completed self. 
This impression is central to the expectations and willingness of the reader in terms of 
acceptance, as “the pose of the autobiographer as an experienced person is particularly effective 
because we expect to hear from someone who has a completed sense of his own life and is 
therefore in a position to tell what he has discovered.”202 Throughout the entire memoir, 
Maathai chooses to mention the many prizes and recognitions she has been given and thus 
builds up an argument that she is a person worth listening to. In her highly selective 
presentation of information Maathai also “leans” on very important people such as former US 
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Vice President Al Gore203, Dalai Lama204 and former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev,205 who 
have already won credibility in the world. By referring to them in regards to her causes and in 
emphasizing that her dreams are the same as for example Al Gore’s, she makes it clear that her 
hopes and aspirations are on the same level as people like them: “We hope one day to return 
and plant millions of trees and so realize Al Gore’s dream of a green Haiti.”206 
 
How Maathai Represents Her Opponent and Herself 
Furthermore, to gain sympathy Maathai portrays her opponent, the government, in a deliberate 
way and often uses the very “colored” term “regime” when referring to the Kenyan 
government: “…from that time on, the regime labeled me ‘disobedient.’”207(our emphasis) The 
use of this specific word seems to be to consciously infuse “terror” into our perception of the 
government and hence of her opponent. The word has an ominous sound to it and is 
analogous to a big, malicious empire with further associations to militarism and fascism. The 
Longman Dictionary of English Language and Culture also explains that “regime” is often used in a 
derogatory manner208, with a definition of derogatory as, “showing or causing dislike or lack of 
respect,”209 which seems to be the very intent of Maathai.        
 
In addition when referring to specific situations in which Maathai is fighting against the 
government she dismantles their authority by, for example, mocking them. She does this in 
connection with the way government representatives behaved when she was opposing their 
plans to construct the skyscraper The Times Media Trust Complex in Uhuru Park. She exhibits 
them as not having a professional and sound argument, but rather a ridiculous and childish one; 
“As it turned out, the main justifications the project’s proponents offered during the whole episode 
were that it would be a prestigious project, look magnificent, and that the tower would provide 
spectacular views of Nairobi and the surrounding area.”210 (our emphases) Maathai even highlights 
the period of time they have had to prepare a good argument; “during the whole episode”, which 
shows how amateurish the government was, not being able to build up a better defense 
considering the length of the conflict, and how arrogant they were in not taking the opposition 
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seriously. This is what Maathai implies in this sentence, by echoing the claim that the 
government otherwise would have prepared a better defense.  
 
Moreover, when Maathai refers to the incident in Karura Forest, she uses the third person 
singular to refer to herself and hence builds up a strong foundation for addressing the 
government as villains; “It was easy to pick up unemployed men in downtown Nairobi and pay 
them enough to make sure that Maathai and her team would not only get nowhere near the forest 
but be hurt if they did.”211 (our emphases) This is very clear when we, for example, look at the 
stylistic analysis of the narrative by Katie Wales. She argues in her book A Dictionary of Stylistics 
that “Narrators and characters can be seen to be active instigators, or passive experiencers […] 
And villains are often obvious agents.”212 In the abovementioned quote, the government is the 
“agent” and Maathai is the passive “receiver”. Additionally, the effect of Maathai using the 
voice of someone else to comment on herself in this situation is that of the direct speech. The 
consequences implicated in this sentence - that Maathai would be hurt if getting anywhere near 
the forest - thus seems to give the impression that someone actually gave the order. This makes 
the role of the villain even stronger, as we subliminally come to get an idea of how the 
government conduct its work and that they are not afraid of hurting Kenyan civilians.   
 
Maathai also uses direct speech in trying to dismantle and take apart criticism against her. We 
see this in regard to the situation when her own employees went on strike claiming that she was 
not paying them enough salary. The fact that her own workers might not have been fully 
content was a big issue. However, Maathai succeeds in turning this episode into a minor, almost 
unimportant event. She does this by focusing on the hard times she had been facing when 
moving the office to her home, and by referring to the strike as a small incident, “a disruption”, 
therefore invalidating it: ”We stayed this way for nearly seven years. It was crowded, but the 
situation worked, more or less. However, in 1991, we faced a disruption. […]”213(our emphasis) 
She then uses the voice of her supposed enemy, the police, who are in the pocket of the 
government, to emphasize how wrong the demonstrators were and how right she was: “My 
decision to keep the Green Belt Movement going impressed them. ‘Why would these people be 
so ungrateful?’ they asked. ‘Look at the salary they’re being paid. They’re even getting more 
than we are.’”214 This use of direct speech, making others speak her case, makes it so much 
stronger, especially as the speakers in question are people who are normally against her, giving 
us the impression that this “injustice” is so wrong that even her opponents have to speak 
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against it. Furthermore, the use of the direct speech makes the statement more dramatic, 
affective, and believable than if Maathai had commented on it with her own words using the 
indirect speech. Hence the surprise of the police seems sincere. Theory books also underline 
the effect of sincerity by using direct speech: “Direct speech foregrounds its truth value […] 
Hence by a kind of iconic resemblance, direct speech can appear ‘direct’ (i.e. honest, 
straightforward), indirect speech ‘indirect’ (evasive, dishonest).”215 
 
In portraying herself, Maathai also uses events, or even the voices and reactions of other 
people, to sustain her argument. In running for president in 1997, she is very modest in her 
assessment of her own ability to run for president. Instead of personally addressing her own 
candidacy, she portrays herself as a good option through the voice of others. She quotes the 
people who have asked her to run for president and their comments about her abilities; “If she 
can do so much and she’s not in Parliament, guess what she could do if she was!” Maathai also 
points out that the people wanting her as president were many: “That September, nearly a 
thousand people in Eldoret and another thousand in Murang’a rallied to encourage me to run 
to be an MP in order to also be the president.”216 This makes it seem more credible when we 
consider the effect of the direct speech; Maathai appears as an unselfish person who will run for 
president because people want her to and because they have convinced her that she will be a 
good candidate. In only one sentence is there any indication that she encourages herself to run 
for MP and president: “Could I be the candidate that unified us?”217 
   
Maathai thus makes us believe that she runs for president not for her sense of self-realization or 
recognition, but because others urge her to. This is also clear in her stating that she felt a 
responsibility with regards to her role among the people and that the reason why she might go 
into politics was because her wit and experience told her that she perhaps should go further 
with her goals for social justice by entering the Parliament: “I still felt my primary role was to 
bring about societal change outside elective politics. Nevertheless, I recognized the limitations of 
what one could accomplish outside Parliament […]”218 (our emphasis) 
 
Maathai explains to the reader that now that her colleagues have given her the idea and 
convinced her, she herself can see that she has the necessary experience to run for president, 
and that Kenya needs politicians like her who are not corrupt; “Why leave your fate in the 
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hands of liars and tricksters?”219 Thus Maathai indirectly says that they are right about her being 
the right candidate and that she is one of the good ones and not a trickster like the others. 
Maathai further argues that for people to hear you, you have to be a candidate who runs for the 
presidency.220 
 
After her argumentation, convincing us that she does this to further her work of social justice, 
which she tells us several times is highly appreciated by her fellow Kenyans, she starts talking 
about the opposition to her candidacy. We then realize that she has been vastly criticized, but 
having read her introduction explaining why she started to run for president, we sympathize 
with her. We know that she is a candidate because of the encouragement of others and not 
because she had a secret agenda to promote or because she was a tribalist, which was in fact 
being suggested. Maathai even points out that the media that were particularly vocal were the 
ones controlled by KANU, whom she is running against. She thus makes us understand that 
the accusations are merely undermining lies by the corrupt opposition; President Daniel arap 
Moi. Maathai has built up the chapter detailing her candidacy very consciously to have us 
believe that her running for president was needed in the country as pointed out by her fellow 
Kenyans, and to make us sympathize and believe her and not the opposition.  
 
In dealing with her not even being elected for Parliament, she again highlights the very big 
issues she believes are holding back Kenya. By not really putting anybody at fault but simply 
blaming her loss on the country’s lack of political experience and only indirectly the voters who 
might one day understand, she avoids creating any enemies: “I was, therefore, a bit of a 
dreamer to expect voters in 1997 to elect the individuals they thought could do the best job and 
to avoid being influenced by ethnicity and personality cults” […] “That time was far into the 
future.”221 
 
Psycho-existential Neurosis/Alienation 
On the note of changes to come in Kenya, we will, in the following, examine to what extent 
and in what ways Wangari Maathai deals with Fanon’s concepts of colonial alienation and 
psycho-existential neurosis. We will especially focus on the way in which Maathai reflects on 
the colonial context of her upbringing as well as episodes of racial discrimination.    
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Fanon seems very adamant in demonstrating how psychological trauma and victimization is the 
inevitable outcome of experiential intersections between the diametrically opposed worlds of 
the colonized and the colonizer, whereas Wangari Maathai, on the other hand, seems very 
conscious about not victimizing herself and taking on the role of someone subjugated by 
colonialism. Maathai’s whole project seems to be one of individual empowerment, pragmatism 
and personal responsibility in light of the severe challenges involved with post-colonial nation-
building. This might be why she seems more interested in how to combat disempowerment 
than actually dealing with specific issues of alienation and disempowerment from a 
psychological point of view.   
 
Early on in Unbowed, Maathai mentions how the cultural paradigms of colonialism have come to 
alter and ultimately homogenize the cultural matrix of the local communities in Kenya. She 
addresses specifically her own community; the Kikuyu, and points to the fact that a 
displacement and replacement of cultural signification has taken place, not least due to the 
colonial introduction of Catholicism. With regards to the Kikuyu, Maathai even mentions that a 
cultural split had been caused by this introduction of a new faith. Those highly assimilated 
community members who converted to Christianity came to be recognized as Athomi - “Those 
who read” (the bible) – and the less assimilated (and thus less favored) members who had not 
converted were called the Kikuyus. On the subject of the Athomi, Maathai writes:  
 
The Athomi culture was represented by those who embraced it as progressive, its 
members moving forward into a modern world while the others were presented as 
primitive and backward, living in the past. The Athomi culture brought with it 
European ways and lead to profound changes in the way Kikuyus dressed and adorned 
themselves, the kinds of foods they ate, the songs they sang, and the dances they 
performed. Everything that represented the local culture was enthusiastically 
replaced.222 
 
She continues, stating that not only the Athomi had been heavily influenced by the culture of 
the colonizers, the remaining Kikuyu people - those who had not yet converted to Christianity - 
were no less affected and alienated from their indigenous cultural heritage. This; “[…] nearly 
complete transformation of the local culture into one akin to that of Europe,”223 Maathai 
explains, had occurred in the generation before she was born. However, she does not, as 
Fanon, address the reasons and motives as to why the Kikuyu and other Kenyan communities 
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have abandoned their traditional means of cultural signification in favor of European customs 
and cultural signifiers. Nor does she deal specifically with the psychological effects of 
assimilating a foreign culture whose collective and administrative apparatus of reproduction will 
never fully accept or recognize the accultured individual. She simply points to the fact that such 
a transformation has indeed occurred, and never reflects on the idea set forth by Fanon, that 
the black man is ultimately defined by a pathological desire to be white.        
 
When she does address issues that might well cause psychological trauma or a tormenting 
disruption of psycho-existential identification, Maathai does so in a very descriptive manner 
that only hints slightly at the underlying colonial motives. She specifically turns to the use of the 
monitor and the colonial battlefield of language to demonstrate how the deliberate debasement 
of cultural heritage affects the psyche of the individual. Maathai experienced at an early age that 
the tribal languages were ridiculed and that the cultures from which they derived were 
misrecognised and discredited. In school, Maathai and her fellow students were strictly 
forbidden to speak their mother tongue and would be punished if they did. They were forced to 
wear a monitor – a button with an inscription – whenever they were caught speaking their 
native tongues. Carrying the monitor was considered embarrassing and in this way 
embarrassment was transplanted to the local languages.  
 
This example clearly illustrates the importance that Maathai ascribes to language and that she is 
aware of its cultural capacity. Her recount of monitor-use not only promotes illustrates the 
colonial rejection of local languages but also the degradation of the fundamental value and 
integrity of these languages as well as those who implement them. Maathai notes that the 
monitors had inscriptions such as: “I am stupid, I was caught speaking my mother tongue.”224 
This introduced her and the other Kenyan children to a world deliberately seeking to 
undermine self-confidence and instill a sense of shame and embarrassment: “The use of the 
monitor continues even today in Kenyan schools to ensure that students use only English. 
Now, as then, this contributes to the trivialization of anything African and lays the foundation 
for a deeper sense of self-doubt [alienation] and an inferiority complex [psycho-existential 
neurosis].”225  
 
Maathai wants to challenge this notion, and reestablish a sense of cultural pride befitting of the 
actual significance and importance of local languages: “The reality is that mother tongues are 
extremely important as vehicles of communication and carriers of culture, knowledge, wisdom, 
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and history. When they are maligned, and educated people are encouraged to look down on 
them, people are robbed of a vital part of their heritage.”226 Maathai hence argues, like Charles 
Taylor, that recognizing the language people use to articulate and define their identities is vital 
as any disregard of a language is also a disregard of identity. The important implication is that 
all Kenyan languages have to be recognized and respected in order for the individual Kenyan to 
define a culturally substantiated sense of self.  
 
Maathai sees a similar kind of alienation resulting from the dual world created by the inevitable 
oscillation between traditional Kenyan cultural signifiers and Western ones. As Maathai 
specifically focuses on language, she also refers to Europeans’ tactic of renaming whatever they 
came across; “[…] created a schism in many Africans’ minds and we are still wrestling with the 
realities of living in this dual world.”227  
 
In other words, Maathai addresses here the confusion and mental destabilization experienced 
by the colonized in those life-mode instances where cultural identification is ambivalent.  
 
However, on the other hand Maathai also clearly demonstrates that balancing the seemingly 
oppositional aspects of this dual world is in fact possible and that there need not be any conflict 
in adhering to traditions and ethnic culture while adopting elements of Western culture. She 
does so with specific reference to her wedding in which she mixes Kikuyu traditions and 
Catholic traditions – a practice rather common in Kenya by now. She describes how she had a 
traditional ceremony on her father’s farm and a Catholic wedding in a church. She wore a 
Western-style white dress but also a beaded necklace with nine strings representing the nine 
married daughters of the primordial Kikuyu parents, Gikuyu and Mumbi.228  
 
Returning once again to the subject of local languages, Wangari stresses the fact that since 
Kenyan education is linked to the English language it becomes synonymous with 
Westernization or colonial assimilation. This in turn, creates a gap between the generations and 
initiates, as Maathai continues to explain, a process of cultural alienation229 in the individual: “As 
we became more fluent in English, we were also shifting in other ways – moving from a life of 
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traditional dancing, singing, and story-telling to one of books, study, prayers, and the occasional 
game of netball.”230 Being a highly Westernized individual herself, and having fully adopted the 
language of the colonizers, Maathai is capable of addressing this issue very convincingly and 
with great authority. However, she does not reflect any further on the way in which she has 
been affected personally – not least psychologically - by the debasement of her language and 
culture. As we shall see later on, this might owe something to her seemingly wanting to present 
a nuanced perspective on colonialism and not exclusively focusing on the negatives. As much as 
her education has alienated her from her cultural heritage, it has enabled her to evolve into a 
person with highly evolved reflexive, argumentative and oratorical powers – an individual 
capable of change.     
 
Nowhere does Maathai allude to being traumatized herself by the effects of colonialism. 
Although she repeatedly comes into contact with the white colonizers, she hardly seems 
conscious of the fact that there is a decisive contrast between whites and blacks.231 She does 
point to the differences in life-style and privileges between blacks and whites, but it is not until 
later in her life that she becomes aware of the racial substructures involved.232 Even when she 
comes face to face with racism and racial segregation,233 like she does when she visits the United 
States for the first time, it does not seem to instill in her any real trauma. As she mentions 
herself, she is very naïve about these things, and her realizations seem to sneak up on her little 
by little as suggested on p. 86. When she finds out that she and her friends cannot sit and enjoy 
a cold drink at an open American café a light bulb turns on in her head. However, instead of 
describing the psychological result of this instance of racism as one of traumatization, she 
comments that it is “chocking” and “unexpected” and that she reacts with anger and 
resentment.234            
 
Although she does not portray herself as a traumatized victim of colonialism, she does, 
however, recognize that a collective trauma of sorts in fact exists. On the subject of the Mau 
Mau rebellion she comments on the implications of colonial traumatization in general terms. 
The trauma addressed is specifically that of the Mau Mau, and not universally that of 
colonialism, nevertheless: “The trauma of the colonized is rarely examined, and steps are rarely 
taken to understand and redress it. Instead the psychological damage passes from one 
generation to the next, until its victims recognize their dilemma and work to liberate themselves 
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from the trauma.”235 Here we are presented with a very pragmatic approach to Kenyan 
development that is very typical of Wangari Maathai. It is one that emanates at the individual 
level and has general and collective implications. While she does not address specifically here, 
how to overcome these traumas, she does state clearly that change starts with self-reflection and 
critical thinking - only through such introspection can change be initiated.    
  
Kenya and the Effects of  Colonialism 
Seeing as contemporary Kenyan society is very much a product of its colonial past and because 
colonialism is a contextual tapestry and an overarching theme in Unbowed, we feel that it is 
relevant to have a look at how Wangari Maathai deals with the many and diverse aspects of 
colonialism in Kenya throughout the book. 
 
One of the first things that becomes apparent while reading Unbowed, is that Wangari Maathai is 
quite nuanced in the way that she describes the effects of colonialism on Kenya as a collective 
entity. Instead of focusing deliberately on the negative aspects of colonialism, which would be 
understandable, Maathai, instead, addresses rather objectively the whole spectrum of colonial 
influence including some of the more positive and reconciling aspects. She even turns this 
holistic perspective into a perlocutionary strategy listing all the positive aspects of an issue first, 
and subsequently addressing the negative aspects. This is a very diplomatic strategy, in that first 
acknowledging the positive aspects legitimizes subsequent criticism.236   
 
With regard to the negative aspects of colonialism, Maathai advocates the replacement of 
retrograde historical victimization by personal responsibility and progressive thinking. Whereas 
the (black) Americans – Maathai explains - blame their inequities on the legacy of slavery, 
Kenyans blame theirs on the legacy of colonialism.237 This however, is too narrow-minded. 
Maathai certainly makes it a point that colonialism has deprived many Kenyans of their cultural 
heritage, she is, nevertheless, intent on focusing on the picture of Kenyan historical 
development as a whole, and - as mentioned previously - she is very adamant about not taking 
on the role of a victim which the title of her memoir Unbowed also suggests. As a result, she will 
not – like the general public - blame the problems of post-colonial Kenya exclusively on the 
history of colonial rule. On the contrary, she wishes to instill in the Kenyan people a sense of 
collective responsibility with regards to Kenyan development. This, she expresses very clearly 
later on, when she deals with the issue of post-colonial governance in Kenya:  
                                                 
235 Maathai, 2007:69 
236 Her descriptions of the nuns, the missionaries, and colonial education are examples of this.  
237 Maathai, 2007:87 
77/125   WANGARI MAATHAI
    
  
 
I felt strongly that people needed to understand that the government was not the only 
culprit. Citizens, too, played a part in the problems the communities identified. One 
way was by not standing up for what they strongly believed in and demanding that the 
government provide it. Another was that people did not protect what they themselves 
had.238  
 
This message of individual and collective responsibility and the refusal of being overdetermined 
from within and pacified by a sense of victimization are key elements in Unbowed.  
  
Among the positive aspects of British colonialism in Kenya acknowledged by Maathai are 
education, religion, voluntarism, some aspects of the missionaries work, and well-meaning 
whites such as the Neylan’s and the nuns. As mentioned previously, Wangari Maathai is very 
appreciative of her being presented with the opportunity to receive an education. She attributes 
much importance to education in general and deals with her own experience with the 
educational system as one of amazement, awe and inspiration; “I really enjoyed learning and 
had a knack for being an attentive listener […] When you focus and do well, school becomes a 
pleasant experience. You do not hate it and long to drop out.”239 Maathai also calls attention to 
the very important possibilities in going to school and explains that she believes that “education 
is a ticket out of subsistence farming or cultivation of cash crops for little return.”240 This 
appreciation of education is very much in line with the Western discourse that she has been 
exposed to during her stay in America and over the course of her post-colonial education in 
Kenya.On the other hand, she is also skeptical of the way in which the educational system of 
the colonial era operates, especially with regards to language,241 history, and by extension 
culture. Maathai also advocates critical and independent thinking to combat the negative aspects 
of unreflected assimilation of values and ideologies. This however, is mainly the result of her 
education in the United States.242 On the subject of the United States, Maathai mentions that a 
few surprises were in store for her, as a result of deliberate educational misinformation; “Years 
of colonial education on the subject of America had somehow kept the African American part 
hidden from us. Even though we studied the slave trade, the subject was taught in a way that 
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did not leave us appreciating its inhumanity.”243 To really understand history and its causal 
implications, Maathai advocates basing one’s ideas on critical and reflexive experiences, and not 
relying exclusively on the accounts of others.     
 
With regards to the colonial introduction of Western religion and the nuns as representatives of 
the Catholic Church (and by extension colonialism), Maathai lists a considerable amount of 
positive aspects. Even though she advocates openness towards religion and alternate world 
views and beliefs, Maathai portrays herself as a very spirited and dedicated Catholic who 
engages in prayers in times of strife and advocates Christian values. Furthermore, her own 
approach towards humanitarianism and societal change seems very much in line with the 
ideology of the Catholic nuns; “The idea was to serve God by serving fellow human beings.”244 
Moreover, within this ideology resided a general optimism and faith in human kind that 
Maathai explains has important implications in terms of social change.245 
 
As far as the nuns are concerned, Maathai – whose life has been very much touched and shaped 
by the work of nuns – expresses much gratitude and sympathy. They did, as Maathai points out, 
work the children hard, employ punitive strategies, such as the monitor, play an important role 
in assimilating and acculturating the children, and to some extent; “[…] deprive them of contact 
with their families.”246 They were, however, also very caring, loving and self-sacrificing, and 
Maathai expresses real respect for the nuns in the way she describes their dedicated work: “[…] 
The nuns, bless them, quickly became our surrogate mothers. I found them nurturing, 
encouraging, and compassionate.”247  She also stresses the fact that she becomes very close 
friends with quite a few of the nuns both at St. Celica and St. Benedicts. This is indicative of 
mutual acceptance and appreciation.  
 
Maathai also demonstrates her capability of being nuanced when it comes to the missionaries’ 
presence in Kenya. Here, she chooses again not to focus exclusively on the negative aspects of 
their activities as colonial representatives. Maathai gives them credit for being very dedicated to 
their work and even writes that she feels some admiration for them; “I admire the missionaries’ 
patience and ingenuity in facilitating communication among people who did not understand 
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one another’s language. They did their work well.”248 She also writes that the missionaries would 
tend to people’s health needs and that they taught reading skills and established schools – all of 
these things Maathai seems to value very highly. Having dealt with these aspects of the 
missionaries’ work, Maathai then turns to some of the negative effects of missionaries migrating 
to Kenya. Especially the missionaries’ responsibility in terms of the displacement and 
degradation of culture receives attention. Maathai writes that – amongst other things – the work 
of the missionaries has altered the culture of the individual Kenyan communities from being 
oral to written. Not only would this further the disruption of traditional story-telling, it would 
also entail an interruption of the flow of informal cultural “education”, “creativity”, “myth”, 
“knowledge”, and “values” which used to be handed down orally from one generation to the 
next249 and prepared new generations for life in the community.250  In this way, important 
cultural and historical references of identification were lost to the native peoples of Kenya, and 
processes of acculturation and colonial assimilation were initiated more easily. 
  
Maathai not only criticizes the missionaries for altering the culture of informational 
transmission, she also points to the fact that the missionaries encouraged the local people to 
destroy cultural artifacts such as for instance music-instruments which have been implemental 
in culturally significant local ceremonies and instauration rituals.251 Furthermore, as Maathai 
explains, the missionaries also; “[…] [trivialized] many aspects of the local culture, including 
various art forms” and; “dancing and non-Christian festivities and initiation rites were 
discouraged or even demonized and banned by missionaries and converts.”252 Via the aggressive 
promotion of Christianity and the demonizing of “profane” rituals and rites; local traditions, 
beliefs, and myths were discouraged and discredited. In order to conform to the cultural 
schema of colonial rule, a complete rejection of indigenous culture was thought to be the 
inevitable result. As we have already explained, however, Maathai herself sees no complications 
in the co-existence or fusion between different systems of belief.        
 
With regards to the white settlers, and white colonial power in general, Maathai remains very 
nuanced and diplomatic. She mentions specifically the Neylan’s – the white settlers her father 
worked for – and describes them as very relaxed, informal, friendly and generous. On a more 
general note, she writes that; “[…] among the British were some wonderful people.”253 She also 
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acknowledges and expresses respect for the white women in Kenya, who, among other things, 
devote themselves to charity work.254 By acknowledging these aspects of the presence of white 
people in Kenya, she nuances the British involvement in Kenya. Thus in depersonalizing the 
effects of colonialism by not focusing on the effects in her own life and on her own persona, 
she addresses the implications on a societal level, and makes it easier to address colonialism as a 
universal phenomenon.  
 
On this note, let us turn to the way in which Maathai addresses the general effects of 
colonialism in Kenya. Both on the collective and the personal level, Maathai identifies several 
changes, or transformational aspects, brought on by colonialism. She addresses the visual and 
expressive aspects of colonialism; the introduction of foreign fauna, new building-styles,255 and 
new fashion-codes and personal style. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, she addresses highly 
visible ecological and environmental changes brought on by colonialism, such as intensified 
rural and agricultural activity, the emergence of urban centers, environmental exploitation, 
drought and scarcity of resources, and not least deforestation which is one of Maathai’s 
overshadowing concerns throughout the book.  She also makes it a point, however, that 
although colonialism might have disrupted the cultural predefinitions of the interrelatedness of 
local communities and natural resources, colonialism is not exclusively at fault - especially not in 
the post-colonial context of Kenyan society.  
 
On the macro-level, or structural level, Maathai also notes, that the colonial introduction of a 
monetary system and the replacement of a naturals-driven economy by a monetary economy, 
has brought on massive changes in Kenyan society.256 This shift introduced Kenyans to a new 
world that radically reordered their daily lives. As Maathai notes, people were forced to work 
due to the introduction of monetary taxes,257 fathers were pushed to work at ranches and farms 
far away from their local communities; traditional homesteads disintegrated, and other negative 
side-effects such as; “[…] prostitution, absent fathers, and sexually transmitted diseases that 
were unknown until then”258 came into existence. Furthermore, as Maathai explains, “the 
scramble for Africa” that consolidated British governance in Kenya created a colonial nation 
that was not very homogenous, but now had to function on a collective basis: “The resulting 
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countries brought these communities together in arbitrary ways so that sometimes the new 
citizens of the post-Berlin nations perceived each other as foreigners.”259 Furthermore, because 
the colonial administration and the white settlers assigned different jobs to the members of the 
different ethnic communities, the gap between these communities continued to exist – and in 
some cases deepened. (We will return to this later on). While she does not focus specifically on 
the damaging effects of colonial land appropriation and redistribution, she still mentions that 
the Kenyan people were deprived of their previous land ownership privileges when the British 
arrived.260 This has had massive consequences for the Kenyan people, and has led to 
ambiguities and divisive confrontations in post-colonial instances of land redistribution, as this 
highly unbalanced distribution of land and resources continued after independence. 
Furthermore, Maathai mentions other oppressive and controlling macro-level implementations 
such as the identification system the Kipande, tax increases, the forbiddance of African 
associations and periodicals etc. etc. While it is clear that these colonial actions of control-
reinforcement and suppression are very grave and severe, Maathai only mentions them in the 
passing. Although these aspects certainly are of relevance as a contextual means of 
understanding present (or post-colonial) struggles, once again, Maathai seems much more intent 
on focusing on contemporary issues of nation-building than delving in the past and beckoning 
for sympathy.        
 
On the personal level, Maathai addresses several issues. As mentioned previously, Maathai 
notes how people have been encouraged to reject their cultural heritage and cultural means of 
identification, self-representation and their language. Even their African names were rejected. 
With regards to self-representation, Wangari Maathai argues that recognition is quintessential to 
the development of a democratic culture and the establishment of equality. Today, Kenyans are 
referred to as Mr. and Ms. followed by their surnames. During colonialism, however, this was a 
privilege reserved the white settlers. The native Kenyans, on the other hand, were commonly 
referred to simply by their first names thereby reinforcing the differences in recognition 
between the colonizer and the colonized. Maathai also calls attention to the fact that the 
missionaries changed her and her friends’ names from African to Catholic ones. Subsequently, 
by calling attention to the fact that she takes back her own name after returning to Kenya, she 
rekindles an important aspect of her cultural affiliation and identity: “When I returned to 
Kenya, I was Wangari Muta. That was what I should always have been.” 261  
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Maathai uses yet another way to emphasize that she has regained an aspect of her Kenyan 
identity. Being a Westernized individual, who has presumably been estranged in many ways 
from her culture, she naturally feels obliged to show the world that despite the many years she 
has spent abroad, in her heart, she is still very much a Kenyan. Chapter 5, Independence – Kenya 
and my own, starts off with Maathai telling us about her return to Kenya. For dramatic effect, she 
uses the literary tool of the historic present tense262  making the past come alive more vividly; 
“[…], I step off the plane into the warm, dry air and descend the metal stairs to the tarmac.”263 
By doing so, Maathai consciously attempts to make the reader feel the same deep excitement 
that she felt herself when stepping out of the airplane and onto to the land of her home country 
- land that she had not seen for five and a half years. Maathai’s return from the US is a return in 
two distinct ways. It is a return to her home country as well as a return to her African identity 
which requires a “new name – her original one”. It is a significant underlining of the 
importance of her return and her intension of contributing actively in the development of the 
country. 
 
In terms of trauma stemming from the deliberate colonial undermining of identity, she alludes 
only sporadically to any personal experiences. What she does address specifically, is the 
disempowerment caused - and the fear planted in the individual Kenyan citizen - by 
colonialism. She mentions, for instance, how colonialism in the early decades of the 20th century 
is responsible for the killing of Kenyans who attempted to resist colonization, and that 
eventually; “[…] they were all defeated, suppressed, and largely silenced.”264 Furthermore, she 
mentions the existence of veritable concentration camps run by the British administration 
during the Mau Mau uprisings in the early 1950s. They would surely have generated an 
immense and debilitating impact on the Kenyan population.  
 
With regards to the introduction of administrative and legislative colonial structure, she 
mentions how certain rules were implemented with the specific aim of instilling fear in the local 
populations. Maathai mentions specifically the rules prohibiting the assembly of meetings 
between more than nine native Kenyans, as well as the regulation that; “meant you could be 
arrested for loitering.”265 Even the uniforms of the colonial administration, were designed to 
instill fear, as Maathai explains; “Their uniforms were a deliberate means of enforcing respect 
and fear of authority as a means of making the local people subservient and therefore easier to 
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govern. This fear is entrenched even today.”266 Moreover, as Maathai writes, the employment of 
collaborating “criminals” and “tricksters” functioning as local administrators; “acting as the ears 
and eyes of the colonial administration”, caused a legacy of division between Kenyans as well 
as; “[…] corruption, lack of accountability, patronage, and incompetence surrounding 
government positions.”267  
 
Apart from the abovementioned individual and collective alterations caused by British 
colonialism in Kenya, Maathai dedicates a lot of attention to the specific territory of culture and 
cultural signification. We have already dealt with the cultural significance that Maathai ascribes 
to language, as well as the significance of the transitions from an oral- into a written culture, but 
in the following we will go into detail with some of the other cultural aspects of colonial and 
pre-colonial Kenya that Maathai critically examines.  
 
Culture 
It is clear that Maathai, despite being a highly assimilated and Westernized woman, is very 
appreciative of her cultural heritage and expresses great joy and pride in her culture. Especially 
in the chapter Beginnings, she recounts the creational myths of her people, the Kikuyu, and 
appropriates significant space to the description of Kikuyu traditions and customs, and she 
speaks favorably about polygamy, family structures, tradition land ownership agreements, 
normative accords,268 and the peer pressure of the traditional Kenyan homesteads. She 
expresses regret that the heart and soul of local cultures have almost vanished, and she revisits 
– and in a sense tries to revitalize – cultural means of signification such as Kikuyu words and 
names,269 rituals (which are both “beautiful and practical”270), myths, and history: “Sadly these 
beliefs and traditions have now died away. They were dying even as I was born.”271 With 
regards to this disappearance of local beliefs and traditions, she indirectly holds the missionaries 
responsible. At least to the extent that she delineates the disappearance of these cultural traits in 
relation to the arrival of the missionaries and their introduction of Christianity, she holds them 
accountable. The paradoxical thing here is that - even though she finds it sad that the work of 
the missionaries has lead to the extinction of many local cultural means of signification – 
Maathai does not specifically bemoan the introduction of Christianity - the main effort of the 
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missionaries. However, as we shall see later on, this paradox is not really self-contradictory in 
that Maathai sees no conflict in Christianity existing in symbiosis with traditional cultural 
features of distinction. She does however identify severe ecological problems resulting from the 
religious dismissal of local culture; “Hallowed landscapes lost their sacredness and were 
exploited as the local people became insensitive to the destruction, accepting it as a sign of 
progress.”272 Here, once again, we see that the disruption of local cultures leads to negative 
environmental effects – something that Maathai is very conscious of throughout Unbowed. In 
addressing the pre-colonial culturally enforced protection of the immensely important 
indigenous fig tree, Maathai illustrates the environmental role of culture in passing on tacit 
knowledge. She paints a picture of a culture that “understood” and appreciated nature and 
acknowledged a mutual relationship of dependence; “[…] Without conscious or deliberate 
effort, these cultural and spiritual practices contributed to the conservation of biodiversity.”273 
Observations by Scottish geologist Joseph Thomson, in the 1880s, also support this statement. 
During his trip from the coast through Maasailand and to Western Kenya, Thomson described 
parts of that area as “fertile, rolling country watered by a perfect network of rivulets.” In 
another passage, he observed that “almost every foot on the ground was under cultivation,” 
and he was amazed to notice that “the people seem to have some idea of the value of rotation 
of crops for they allow land to lie fallow occasionally, such parts being used as pastures.”274  
With reference to the disappearance of the trout in the Gura River Maathai, furthermore, 
bemoans the loss of; “[…] a way of life that knew and honored the abundance of the natural 
world.”275 She attributes it to the loss of the culturally embedded respect for nature that seemed 
to exist with previous generations.  
 
In addressing the disappearance of local cultures, Maathai differs from Fanon in that she does 
not exclusively stress the forcefulness and aggressiveness of the colonial powers of cultural 
undermining and cultural replacement. As mentioned previously, she does direct attention to 
the fact that Kenyans have been killed for resisting colonization, but she also writes that the 
worldview of the colonizers simply came to be accepted. Even though many of the Christian 
concepts of religion were essentially very foreign in form and intent; “[…] many people 
accepted the missionaries’ worldview, and within two generations they lost respect for their 
own beliefs and traditions.”276 Maathai also hints to a view that not all cultural developments or 
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cultural progressions in time are necessarily good – even if they occur within an isolated nation 
or community.  
 
To exemplify her point, she addresses the pre-colonial shift from a matrilineal culture to a male-
dominated culture. While Maathai nowhere promotes gender-based power-relations, she does 
regret this cultural shift in that; “[…] many privileges, such as inheritance and ownership of 
land, livestock, and perennial crops, were gradually transferred to men [and] women lost their 
rights and privileges.”277 As we shall see later on, she therefore advocates looking critically at 
culture, and adopting an eclectic approach to cultural design in the post-colonial sphere. She 
also does this with regards to the tendency in Kenya to discriminate against women. As several 
comments throughout the book suggest278 there seems to be gender-patterns in place which 
suppress women, and misogyny and sexism saturate political and administrative structures in 
post-colonial Kenya. Even President Moi is blatantly guilty of sexism. He is quoted as having 
said that; “[…] Because of your (the women’s) little minds, you cannot get what you are 
expected to get”279 and that; “[…] if I was to be a proper woman in ‘the African tradition’ – I 
should respect men and be quiet.”280  
 
The tendency in Kenyan society to discriminate against women was amplified after Kenya’s 
independence and in the prevailing post-colonial discourse that dramatically began confronting 
Western ways. Africans were finally free and were therefore supposed to discard Western 
traditions and reinforce and reinvigorate African traditions. This choice to actively combat 
misrecognition and to seek out a national identity embedded in Kenyan tradition created a new 
anti-Western discourse of “true” and “original” African identity. In light of Charles Taylor’s 
theory, one could argue that they simply used their innate right to be different and to rejoice in 
their cultural heritage. This, however, also created a dilemma between the politics of 
recognition and equal rights on the one hand and politics of difference on the other. This was 
mainly so, because they attempted to make this discourse universal in scope. As a result, you 
were not allowed to actively choose an identity that did not correspond very carefully with the 
prevailing discourse. The situation that came into being disregarded personal choice and the 
politics of difference and rested on the assumption that any given Kenyan citizen who actually 
wanted to be a part of Kenyan society he or she had to embrace all its aspects and not just a 
few. Maathai points to this dilemma in writing that: “Political society is not neutral between 
those who value remaining true to the culture of our ancestors and those who might want to 
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cut loose in the name of some individual goal of self-development.”281 Politics of difference, as 
theorized by Charles Taylor, and sustained in the argumentation of Wangari Maathai, should, 
however enable the individual to choose for him or herself.  
 
The abovementioned dilemma in post-colonial Kenya does not fully allow difference or 
diversity to flourish since it has created a discourse that to a certain extent condemns Western 
means of cultural signification. This leads us back to the role of the African women and the 
discoursal implication that she should adhere very strictly to traditional African values which 
and actively aid in; “policies designed for cultural survival.”282  
 
Because Africans were uncritically rejecting many aspect of colonial rule in order to return to a 
“true” African culture at the time of independence, the prevalent rhetoric of the time was that 
the African woman was mother of the Nation or that she was “mother Africa”. This, in turn, 
reduced women to an African symbolism grounded in antiquated cultural sets of traditions and 
took away her agency by placing her on a pedestal as the paragon of beauty and Africanness. 
Her role was in the house taking good care of her African family. For Maathai – a very public 
figure – all of this meant that she had to be very careful to act like a true African wife – 
especially if she did not want to harm her husband’s candidacy: “[…] many had been educated 
abroad, spoke English at home and in their workplaces, wore European-style clothes, and lived 
in European-style houses. But they wanted to project their ‘Africanness’ through their wives, 
both at home and in society.”283 Should a Kenyan woman decide to adopt Western means of 
cultural signification – for instance by attending University - she might, indeed, be accused of 
cultural betrayal; of acting against the progress of a “true” Africa; and; “of not being enough of 
an African woman, of being ‘a white woman in black skin’.”284  
 
Even today, this discourse is still very much prevalent in Kenya: “While the urban woman may 
be the boss of her office, at home she is expected to be a ‘good African woman’, defined as 
‘one who keeps her household together, runs it efficiently, brings up the children, and 
welcomes anybody home with a wide smile on her face, and produces sons and daughters as 
God may allow’.”285 In addressing the problematic character of this discourse, Maathai calls 
attention to her divorce from Mwangi Mathai. She explains that because the dominant 
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discourse entails the subordination of women to their husbands and because she was actively 
violating this premise, Mwangi was basically forced to take actions against her; and divorce her. 
She explains that she actually understands the grounds for his behavior - that; “He saw me 
through the mirror given to him by society rather than through his own eyes.” Furthermore she 
states that; “Society’s perception was part of the problem. It placed constant pressure on men 
to behave in certain ways.” On top of this, she uses very strong words and a very dramatic way 
of explaining how outdated, one-dimensional, and invalid this discourse is: “...it had never 
occurred to me – that in order for us to survive as a couple I should fake failure and deny any of 
my God-given talents.”286 (our emphasis) 
 
In regards to discourses, it is very telling that Maathai speaks favorably about aspects of 
polygamy, as mentioned earlier. This shows that Maathai – despite her Western influence – 
does not merely cohere uncritically to any Western discourse, since polygamy is certainly not 
something you can speak favorably about in the Western discourse. Furthermore, the fact that 
she is very adamant about female education proves that she refuses to be dictated by any 
predefined African discourses. It is an important aspect of her approach towards culture as it is 
testament to the fact that Maathai follows neither a typical Western or African discourse but 
rather a hybrid discourse that she herself has consciously brought into existence. In this way, 
Maathai has created a new discourse that encompasses ideals and values from both spheres and 
cultures which leads to an acceptance and promotion of mixing cultures in Kenya.  
 
On this note, let us turn to the difficult and complex field of national culture and the specific 
problems involved with the creation of cultural unification in Kenya that Wangari Maathai 
addresses.  
 
The Issue of  National Culture and National Unification 
In Fanon’s line of thinking; that is, in the notion that the first action is reaction and that the 
struggle of a colonized people to achieve independence starts with the individual - we shall now 
have a look at the way in which Wangari Maathai deals with the Mau Mau rebellion and the 
difficulties involved with national unification in Kenya. One of the main problems of national 
unification identified by, Wangari Maathai, is the ethnic heterogeneity of Kenya caused by the 
arbitrary geographical constitution of Kenya. As Maathai mentions there are about 42 ethnic 
minorities in Kenya, and although they might have certain cultural aspects in common they are 
in effect cultural “foreigners”. Maathai also notes that ethnic biases exist inherently in the local 
communities and cultures, and that, for instance, there is a long history of violence between the 
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Maasai and the Kikuyu. There are however, as Maathai notes, periods of peace, trade, and 
intermarriage which strengthened the ties between the communities too. In other words, 
Maathai acknowledges that there exists potential means of overcoming these ethnic barriers and 
biases. She herself is not a genuine Kikuyu since her mother had Maasai blood in her and 
Maathai’s great-great mother on her father's side was a Maasai abducted by the Kikuyu during a 
raid. By revealing the mixed blood in her own family, she emphasizes that ethnic mixing was 
“never viewed as a stigma.”287 
 
One of the main reasons as to why national unification and the emergence of a national culture 
is both complicated and constrained is the persistent, deliberate, and strategic colonial (and 
even post-colonial) efforts to divide Kenyans, says Maathai: “These ethnic biases, many of 
which were planted early on in one’s childhood, became amplified and were embraced by 
national political rhetoric. They are still used to today to divide Kenyans from one another.”288 
She does not believe, - as is seemingly the case with the Rift Valley riots in the early 1990s – 
that people who have existed peacefully side by side through generations will start “attacking” 
and “killing” one another without the influence of those in power289 (At this point in time the 
post-colonial regime of President Moi). In the spirit of her own ideology of personal and 
collective responsibility, she specifically mentions how the tendency to blame community 
predicaments on other communities has been a very divisive factor in preventing a national 
culture from coming into existence. Maathai explains this tendency by referring to the inherent 
culture of land ownership in Kenya:  
 
In Kenya, people depend on their land and primary natural resources, and are very 
attached to them. They can quickly make an enemy out of someone who has taken 
land that is seen as theirs. It was this history and attitude that made it easy in the early 
1990s for agents in the government to stir up supporters in the Rift Valley to lash out 
against “other” tribes occupying “their” land.290   
 
By calling attention to this cultural aspect, she indirectly challenges the land-rights perception of 
the people and, at the same time, she sends a clear signal that the problems are indeed instigated 
by the government. In light of the fact that she does seem to advocate a renewed sense of 
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national (and cultural) unification, addressing the issues of land ownership seems very 
understandable. As we shall return to later on, Maathai is also very much aware of these 
problems in her work with the Green Belt Movement. Furthermore, as with the issues of 
natural resources such as forests and national parks, she advocates collective or national 
ownership and administration of land and by extension an individual sense of responsibility and 
ownership. In the sense that collective responsibility of land and geographical confinement and 
belonging is one of the defining features of homogenous nations, Maathai’s observations are 
very astute.      
 
The Mau Mau receives suitable attention in Unbowed, and is dealt with by Wangari Maathai in a 
rather detailed fashion. In terms of national unification, Maathai specifically mentions how the 
Mau Mau struggle was organized by disillusioned soldiers returning from the Second World 
War angered by how the British government had treated them and that they represented the 
Kikuyu, Meru, and Embu communities. This in turn, indicates that communal relations across 
ethnic barriers have been established – an important measure in terms of potential national 
impact and a crucial first step in combating the strategies of ethnic division implemented by the 
colonial powers. Maathai also describes how the roots of the Mau Mau trace as far back to the 
late 19th century where the oral agreement between Waiyaki and Lugard was severely violated by 
the British. 
 
Maathai refers to the Mau Mau291 as the Land and Freedom Army and cite them as having three 
main objectives: land, freedom, and self-governance.292 She speaks very favorably about the 
Mau Mau, and accredits them for truly being freedom fighters struggling on behalf of the 
Kenyan people as a whole. However, as she remarks, not all Kenyans understood the intentions 
of the Mau Mau in their day and age and many were very split – not least due to extensive 
colonial effort of misinformation. Maathai herself remembers being misinformed about the 
intentions and significance of the Mau Mau: “I had been sufficiently indoctrinated to believe 
that the Mau Maus were the terror group.”293 And she continues:  
 
The British propaganda kept us naïve about the political and economic roots of the 
conflict and was designed to make us believe that the Mau Maus wanted to return us 
to a primitive, backward, and even satanic past. […] The extent of the misinformation 
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and brainwashing was such that we prayed that the Mau Maus would be arrested. I did 
not understand that the Mau Mau were our freedom fighters!294  
 
Maathai underlines the extreme contrast in going from a belief that the Mau Mau were terrorists 
into realizing that they fought for a free Kenya when she uses the linguistic tool, the 
exclamation mark, at the end of her statement of the Mau Mau being freedom fighters. 
 
The extent of this misinformation, as Maathai mentions, radically disrupted tendencies towards 
unification and a sense of common purpose. Due to the assimilation of local people in 
administrative positions, the insurgency even ended up being the setting of clashes amongst the 
Kikuyu themselves and the catalyst of further division between supporters and “collaborators” 
and even families, Maathai explains. This of course was one of the main contributing factors in 
the uprising ultimately being defeated.  
 
Whereas Maathai recognizes the efforts of the Mau Mau as having to do with national 
liberation and national rights, and while she stresses the “cruelty, terror, and intimidation” of 
the Home Guard and the British colonial power, she also denounces some of the tactics 
employed by the Mau Mau specifically drawing attention to local massacres and the killing of 
innocent Kenyans.295 On a final note, she mentions that only recently has the Kenyan law been 
altered, so that the Mau Mau; “are no longer described as imaramuri (“terrorists”) but as 
freedom fighters.”296 This indicates very strongly, that this initial attempt at freedom did not 
succeed in creating a national sense of unification and that - in Fanon’s terms – the Mau Mau 
rebellion was not the result of an empowered sense of national culture. Makau Mutua also 
argues that the ruling elites have deliberately tried to erase the Mau Mau from the national 
psyche, and that “[the] reclamation of the country's nationality history is essential for the 
construction of a national identity.”297 
 
As we shall return to later on, any allusions to anything resembling a national culture are dealt 
with in the post-independence setting of Kenyan society and in the struggles for the 
environment and for the introduction of democracy. In this sense, Maathai’s focus on national 
unification or national culture has more to do with nation-building than achieving national 
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independence. Before we return to these issues, we shall have a look at the way in which 
Maathai deals with post-independence Kenyan development.        
 
Post-colonialism/Post-independence 
In terms of Kenya achieving national freedom, Maathai once again presents a nuanced 
perspective. She finds it positive, exciting, promising, and liberating to finally be freed from the 
rule of the British colonial administration. She remarks that women have found their way into 
the job market298 and that some of the stratifying color bars in effect during the colonial era – 
bars that divided Kenyan society into three racial layers; white, brown, and black - have been 
lifted and that it is now possible for black Kenyans to exist more freely – at least in terms of 
racial affiliation.299 On the other hand, Maathai also identifies several societal deteriorations 
gradually manifesting themselves after independence. In hindsight, she reflects on post-colonial 
Kenyan development and is confronted with a harsh truth:  
 
It truly was a whole new world, and yet, forty years on, in some ways the potential of 
political independence […] have yet to be realized. My generation and those that 
followed failed fully to appreciate and take advantage of the great opportunities that 
that breakthrough presented. Instead, Kenyans have often engaged in retrogressive and 
destructive practices that continue to frustrate and retard the realization of the promise 
of that time.300  
 
Here we also see Maathai addressing, although at this point still very vaguely, some of the issues 
debilitating efforts of post-colonial nation-building in Kenya – these “retrogressive” and 
“destructive” practices refer specifically to the reintroduction of colonial rules and strategies 
and the continued focus on ethnicity.  
 
Maathai goes on to building the argument that since no cultural means of unification and 
common purpose has emerged in the aftermath of colonialism, Kenyan society might in fact be 
worse off after independence than during British colonial rule. The exploitation of the 
environment has worsened, clear-cutting of forests increased in scope, the effects of land-
grabbing301 have put pressure on the rural communities, poverty has deepened, and public 
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health has deteriorated. With specific reference to Nairobi, she remarks that during colonialism 
no slums existed and that; “[…] there were no street children and no slums, buses were seldom 
overcrowded, garbage collection was regular, and the whole city was clean.”302 Furthermore, she 
remarks that previously there was a more stable sense of security and that she and her friends 
could stroll through the city without the fear of being raped. Fearfulness and insecurity has 
increased in other ways as well due to the failure of establishing proper democratic institutions 
and structures. Kenya has become a “dictatorship” or “an authoritative regime”303 ruled by a 
power-mongering president and a corrupt, populist, violent, egotistical, and indifferent 
government that nurtures only the elite and implements colonial strategies of division to 
prevent the people from unifying and overthrowing the government.304 Old colonial rules have 
been reintroduced, for instance criminalizing unauthorized meetings involving more than nine 
people, and people have come to feel more powerless than ever.  
 
Maathai obviously wants to alter these debilitating facts, and in the following we shall examine 
which potential redeeming means of cultural unification she identifies in terms of combating 
the negative societal effects of the post-colonial government.  
 
Nation-building in the Post-colonial Context 
Having identified ethnic and tribal differences as the main divisive factor in Kenyan 
development, and particularly in terms of unifying and overthrowing the oppressive post-
colonial regime, Maathai lists several issues that need to be addressed. Throughout her life – 
and throughout Unbowed - Maathai makes an example of herself and fights deliberately to 
empower, inspirit and unite the Kenyan people and restore their pride.305 As we have touched 
upon previously, she also wants to encourage people to reflect critically on their own 
predicaments and take responsibility: “[…] I felt strongly that people needed to understand that 
the government was not the only culprit. Citizens, too, played a part in the problems the 
communities identified. One way was by not standing up for what they strongly believed in and 
demanding that the government provide it.”306 With this in mind, she lists some very clear 
visions for the future to challenge not only the post-colonial government but also the individual 
Kenyan citizen’s perception of democracy and freedom. She envisions a democratic Kenya 
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where a culture of environmental consciousness, responsibility, peace, and respect for human 
rights is nurtured.307  
 
Especially in her work with – and description of – the Green Belt Movement (and the various 
other organizations she has been involved with, as well as through her political career) does 
Maathai address issues of national development and national unification. Maathai identifies two 
aspects in terms of unifying the people and not least in terms of political opposition in Kenya 
which are of immense importance; a shared platform, and culture (in that particular order). She 
advocates overcoming ethnic differences by tending to the establishment of a hybrid national 
culture capable of instilling a sense of common purpose in the Kenyan people and a sense of 
national identity. However such a collective cultural manifestation cannot come into existence 
without a deliberate struggle to create a common ground or a trusting atmosphere for cultural 
negotiation – and ultimately a change in the collective consciousness.  
 
Maathai does this most explicitly in her efforts as an environmental rights spokesperson, in her 
pro-democracy struggles, and not least in her work with the Green Belt Movement. The Karura 
Forest campaign brings together local people, parliament members, and international journalists 
and creates both international awareness as well as a national sense that the people are actually 
capable of change. The Karura Forest campaign also instigates the University students to take 
part in the struggle for the environment and the fight against the regime – an example that 
solidarity and a sense of common purpose have been aroused. Several other cases in which 
Maathai is involved prove the same point; the Uhuru Park struggles, the Times Complex 
demonstrations, the All Saints Cathedral hunger strike, the Tribal Clashes Resettlement 
Volunteer Service, the Movement for Free and Fair Elections, and the Pro-democracy rallies all 
prove to the people that results can be achieved if they stand together, overcome their ethnic 
and cultural differences and remain unbowed. With reference to the Times Complex, Maathai 
explains very concretely:  
 
Even though the immediate struggle was over the park and the right of everyone to 
enjoy green space, the effort was also about getting Kenyans to raise their voices. 
Ordinary people had become so fearful that they had been rendered nearly powerless. 
Now they were beginning to reclaim their power.308  
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Creating a Third Space 
In terms of creating a common ground – or in Bhabha’s terms a Third Space – for achieving 
mutual understanding, respect, and a renewed sense of nationality, Maathai’s memoir in itself – 
and specifically its focus on her political life and career - can be seen as an important measure. 
Furthermore, because Maathai is very much aware of her role as a cultural signifier,309 Unbowed 
is very conscious of the implications of her work, and since the book addresses issues such as 
culture, ethnicity, national identity and nation-building it is a highly relevant address to her 
intended reader, the Kenyan people, and an inspiring appeal to them to consciously join in the 
creation of a new country, a new culture, and a new people.   
 
In her work with the Green Belt Movement, and in the aims and tactics of this work that 
Maathai describes, there are also indications that a “common ground”-strategy is being 
advocated. This very central strategy also happens to be quite clear in the description of 
Maathai’s efforts of ethnic and cross-cultural unification and the focus on overcoming what 
Maathai terms the “our time to eat”310-syndrome. Not only is this strategy essential in terms of 
creating a sense of nationnes, it is also essential to the specific goal of overthrowing the Kenyan 
regime and reintroducing democracy. The Green Belt Movement as envisaged by Maathai is not 
only an environmental organization but a strategic means of unification across ethnic and 
cultural barriers, and her frequent mentions of the Green Belt Movement suggest that it is not 
only a big part of her environmental career but also a very big part of her life-philosophy. In 
bringing together people from different communities and teaching them how to work together 
and overcome their differences, Maathai creates a space for a renewed sense of understanding 
and respect and makes possible the renegotiation of cultural signification. Put differently, 
Maathai – through her work with the Green Belt Movement – makes it possible for different 
communities to (re)establish social ties and achieve a sense of commonality and nationness.  
 
Especially, The Green Belt Movement’s focus on empowering the Kenyan people and 
overcoming cultural barriers is portrayed by Maathai as one of its main forces and priorities 
besides addressing environmental issues. Out of her experiences with planting trees she comes 
to realize that the Green Belt Movement work entails some very attractive side-effects. First of 
all, due to its closeness to the Kenyan people, it provides an indication of the sources and 
causalities of disempowerment. Secondly, it creates a common purpose and provides a focus 
for cross-cultural collaboration and thirdly, it represents a holistic basis for further development 
of ideas.311 In this regard, Maathai notes that:  
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[…] Gradually the Green Belt Movement grew from a tree-planting program into one 
that planted ideas as well. We held seminars with the communities in which Green 
Belt worked, in which I encouraged women and men to identity their problems […] It 
was wonderful to see ordinary women and men speaking confidently in the meetings, 
in their own languages, and so honestly and openly.312  
 
In this passage we are introduced to an important element of Maathai’s work in progress to 
combat disempowerment and cultural barriers – one that is addressed very specifically by the 
inter-community planting of “peace trees”313 on land plagued by right conflicts. This also 
demonstrates her awareness of addressing the land and governance issues that stand in the way 
of ethnic reconciliation as well as her pragmatist approach to such issues.  
 
In many other instances, Maathai arranges open meetings, open forums, seminars (for instance 
on nationhood314), teach-ins315 and distributes leaflets316 that she herself has written. She does 
this, as she indicates, to give individual issues or struggles universal significance,317 make people 
aware of their responsibility as a people; to let them know that things can be done; to educate 
them on the societal and political issues that need to be addressed; and to give people a chance 
to overcome their difference; “[…] reknit ties among communities,”318 and unite over a 
common goal. She does this with inspiration from - and with specific reference to – the Green 
Belt Movement and her practical experience with; “[…] embedding decision-making at the local 
level and [making] sure the communities [claim] ownership of their needs and aspirations.”319 In 
this way the Green Belt Movement provides the practical and experience-driven basis for her 
political engagement and the creation of a third space in which the Kenyan people may 
overcome and renegotiate cultural differences.  
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Cultural Hybridity in Post-colonial Kenya 
Rather than looking at personal gain (or communitarian gain for that matter), Maathai proposes 
the transcendence of ethnic advantage in favor of a collective focus on; “[…] philosophies, 
ideologies, values, [and] the common good.”320 Not only does she advocate a third space for the 
negotiation of ideology and values, she also suggests achieving a sense of nationness and 
cultural unification through an open and deliberate process of cultural negotiation (a process 
that ultimately has to deal with issues such as ideology and values). By doing so, she touches on 
the subject of cultural evolution – a subject very essential to the development of Kenyan 
society.  
 
Unbowed is littered with references to the cultural alterations brought on - not only by 
colonialism - but also by the forces of globalization and modernity, and while Maathai definitely 
sees beauty and solace in her own cultural heritage, she seems very much aware that culture is 
not a static phenomenon and that cultural alteration should be nurtured to the extent that they 
are useful and valuable. This is clear from the way in which she addresses the effects of 
colonialism and the changes upon Kenyan society and culture brought on by colonialism. Her 
clear intent on being nuanced reveals that, to a certain point and extent, she embraces the 
hybridity between the colonial and local historicity of modern Kenyan society – an embrace 
demonstrating that Maathai has developed a more complex notion of culture than Fanon ever 
did. She argues for the creation of a national culture coming into existence in the interstices 
between different local cultures; between the legacy of indigenous cultures and the legacy of 
colonialism; between the historical intersections of the past and the present. To her there is no 
dilemma in being one nation with different languages and local practices as long as a sense of 
national identity and unifying features of national culture emerges. (Being a hybrid product of 
her own Kikuyu upbringing and her Western education – and talking very positively about the 
outcome of this existential dualism321 - this is not surprising).  
 
Reflecting on the ethnic violence in Kenya in 1991, Maathai comes to the conclusion that 
national culture is a pragmatist process of selection mediated by open and non-prejudiced 
cultural encounters:  
 
Too often, Kenyans were looking at one another as foreigners. It is the case that the 
various ethnic communities in Kenya are, for all intents ad purposes, distinct nations, 
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what I call micro nations. We have our own languages, traditions, foods, and dances, 
and our own cultural and historical baggage. However in the late nineteenth century a 
large power with its own baggage brought us together and called us a nation. We 
cannot deny this fact of history, although being in one country does not mean we are 
identical peoples. We have to accept that our baggage can be divisive or destructive, 
and we should discard it. But this process has to be deliberate so that we focus on 
what brings us together, which will allow us to cooperate and respect one another. We 
need to honor the past but look to the future. In this way, we can consciously create a 
new idea of a nation, of Kenya and of what it means to be Kenyan.322 
 
Over the course of the book, Maathai effortlessly builds this argument of cultural hybridity. 
There is the mention of her Uncle, a minister who embraces both; “[…] Protestant and 
Catholic teachings, as well as aspect of Kikuyu culture”323 – her own wedding that combined 
both Western and Kikuyu elements, and her time in Germany where she experiences the 
seemingly uncomplicated and culturally cohesive character of the fusion between Christianity 
and traditional culture. Especially her experiences in Germany prove to her that adopting new 
cultural means of signification does not necessarily entail the rejection of one’s traditional 
cultural heritage:  
 
My exposure to Europe, which had brought Christianity to Kenya, helped me see that 
there should be no conflict between the positive aspects of our traditional culture and 
Christianity. After all, Europeans were themselves very close to their culture: How 
could it be bad when Africans held on to their culture even as they embraced 
Christianity? This was important to me because my culture was ruthlessly destroyed 
under the pretense that its values and those of Christianity were in conflict. I watched 
in awe and admiration as Westerners embraced their culture and found no 
contradiction between it and their Christian heritage.324  
 
Such an understanding of culture as the bi-product (or the deliberate eclectic process of cultural 
signification) is achieved, as Maathai writes, through openness toward other people and new 
spheres of existence.325 It is when people are excited, as Maathai is, by newness and difference 
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and when they let go of all their presuppositions and commit to the interactiveness of the 
moment, that a new culture can come into existence. 
 
 
Chapter 6: Discussion 
The Genre of  the Memoir and Its Composition 
In our analysis of Wangari Maathai and her memoir Unbowed, we have strived to clarify the 
ideology of the book and to understand her intentions and her line of thought. By getting a 
better understanding of the characteristics of the memoir and the autobiography, we have 
approached an understanding of Maathai.   
 
In writing Unbowed, Wangari Maathai mixes the genre of memoir with the very similar genre of 
the autobiography, which supports a duality of the book, allowing Maathai to speak both her 
own case - gaining recognition for her achievements and her identity - and to speak on a 
collective level – for the recognition of Kenya – allowing her space to discuss possible changes 
for the better of the country.    
 
The autobiographical structure she has used has a purpose, as it is part of creating her identity 
because by putting together stories about her life she creates a representation of herself. Her 
identity is created by the stories she tells, developing an understanding of her that constructs a 
full person. She is molding her identity through different stories represented in the 
autobiography. She has thus, through the autobiographical use of a chronological portrayal of 
her life, depicted a woman who has used the experiences in her life to learn about the needs of 
her country. Furthermore, through her stories she has build up arguments for the importance 
of her life project; The Green Belt Movement. The representation of her identity is a key 
characteristic in an autobiography, which entails the examination of the subject’s interiority and 
finding coherence in the past. Maathai, as does the autobiographer, relates her life story to 
crucial historical events and offers personal evaluations of actions in which she speculates on 
the significance of her partaking.  
 
On the personal level, the function of Maathai’s book thus seems to be to portray her life to 
give meaning to it and to explain her life to others to go against the misrecognition she often 
has been “given” by for example the Kenyan Government and the press. She explains who she 
is to resist any misrecognition of her identity and to escape any reduced mode of being, forced 
onto her by the things that have been written and said about her. Maathai gets the option 
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through her memoir to explain that she has been fully active in the many fights for Kenyan fair 
democracy, and concerning her own existence and introspection, she has focused on the 
development of her personality, in which she has portrayed a strong woman who does not 
allow for others to stop her. She has gone against the discourse of the African woman, who 
from the Kenyans’ point of view takes fully care of the African home and who does not strive 
for Western qualities. She has furthermore gone against the pressure from the Government. All 
this depicts a woman who has scrutinized herself and taken many decisions that have created 
her identity. The person she is today.   
 
On the other hand she has been wise to use the label “memoir” for her book, as it allows her to 
go on to a collective level. The characteristic of the memoir was to focus on public matters, 
rather than personal. The writer's career is described rather than her private life, and the 
content of the memoir is of activities of historical importance. These characteristics give the 
reader certain expectations when reading the title Unbowed, A memoir. The reader will have 
associations to books discussing important issues in history and in a society. She thus creates a 
space for herself in which she can discuss the problems of her society. The problems she 
depicts, when describing her own life story in the spirit of the autobiography, are open for a 
subjective debate as this is the expectation of the memoir and of the reader of a memoir. This 
means that, intentionally or not, the effect of mixing the two genres is there, as the expectations 
of a reader affect them unconsciously. Thus in Unbowed, Maathai has the characteristic of the 
factual autobiography gaining credibility, but can now debate the problems in connection to the 
Kenyan society having taken the focus away from her persona through the memoir. On this 
non personal level Maathai is able to present striking critique of the present day Kenya and the 
Kenyan government, through autobiographical accounts of her oppression, and to go even 
further and debate what could be done to change this. She portrays possibilities to change 
status quo and in this way gives hope to her people. 
 
The Structure of  Unbowed, A memoir and Its Effects 
The layout of the memoir is one of conviction, as it slowly builds up our opinion alongside 
Maathai’s. She started off talking about the environment and finishes on the note of the 
environment too. In between she has built up her argument proving that the Green Belt 
Movement has many healing effects. She first and foremost convinces us of the wonders of the 
trees, what impact they actually have, by telling us stories of her childhood when the trees were 
still there and giving positive contributions to the local communities in Kenya. The trees, she 
argues, provided sustainability, clean water, they hindered earth erosion and thus made it 
possible for families to grow crops and in this way get varied food and nourishment. Maathai 
then goes on to stories explaining that the wonders have disappeared alongside with the trees, 
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which has lead to a lot of problems. She then continues with her own realization of the fact that 
it can all come back if they get back the trees. Her realization lies in her education that has 
proven to her, and now to us as readers, that there is a connection between trees and for 
example land erosion; in her experience with women that has proven to her the importance of 
private home crops in providing varied foods; and in her cultural history and upbringing that 
has proven to her that it has always been important. This is the way Maathai builds up an 
understanding of the role of the Green Belt Movement as being quintessential to Kenyan 
progress. Maathai further, argues how the movement has created a mutual platform for ethnic 
groups to work together toward a common goal, regardless of ethnic affiliations. Furthermore, 
the construction of her chapters has, made her seem very credible and convincing, and the 
opposition she has experienced has only made her case stronger, as they stand out as the 
villains and she stands out as the very strong woman who never gave up. This is also based on 
the fact that she has built up sections in the book about her standing opposite the government 
in such a way, that we first get to hear about her efforts and subsequently about the opposition 
to her efforts. In this connection it is evident that Maathai’s choice of words has an impact on 
our opinion of her opposition, whom she has managed to expose as being unsympathetic. 
Maathai has won us over with her strong rhetorical means creating sympathy for herself. She 
succeeds in gaining recognition for her own persona and efforts, but most certainly also for her 
causes. Maathai stands out as a crucial element in the progress of Kenya and its political ways. 
Her struggle has brought her far and has brought about many changes and possibilities for her 
fellow Kenyans. She has been part of fighting for the existence of associations politically 
supporting Kenyans; she has helped empower rural women through most importantly the 
Green Belt Movement; she has been an active element in the fight for the furthering of 
democratic processes and bringing together various ethnic groups; she has helped starting a 
system for the preservation of the Kenyan environment and for the improvement of it, also 
trough the Green Belt Movement; and also very importantly she has fought for the promotion 
of women as equally worthy of recognition as men. All these components of success seem very 
clear in Unbowed to have come about partly due to Maathai’s efforts. Her role in her country, as 
she anticipated at her return to Kenya in the beginning of chapter 5 Independence - Kenya's and My 
Own, has played a big part in Kenya and in the progress of changing its corrupt ways and in 
furthering the environmental issues.  
 
Additionally, Maathai instills pride in her fellow Kenyans in regard to their past, in the way that 
she reveres Kenyan traditions and explains that their old traditions included aspects that are 
prompted on today by academic research, to for example safeguard nature. A good example is 
the safeguarding of specifically the fig tree that was said to be holy. Today biologists know that 
the trees provided fresh groundwater and kept the earth together avoiding the all-destructive 
earth erosions. Maathai explains that they were already doing a lot of the things that the West 
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says should be done today in order to protect the earth. Their traditions did not have the same 
explanations, but indeed the same implications, and many of the traditions were rooted in 
wisdom passed on from parents, grandparents, or the extended family to the children. With 
colonialism they became insensitive to old traditions and it was lost. Maathai uses her memoir 
to also convince people about the importance of gaining back this respect. 
 
The Politics of  Difference 
Throughout Maathai’s memoir we get to understand that the ethnic group in power, in the 
government, is the group who seemingly dictate the dominant discourse in Kenya. We get this 
impression through the portrayal of Kenyan post-colonial history in Unbowed, as every Kenyan 
government has favored their own ethnic group’s traditions and has suppressed every other 
group. They have created a dominant discourse supporting their own ethnic group and being 
against anything different from that. The problems Maathai discusses lie in straight line with 
this dilemma.  
 
According to Charles Taylor’s phenomenon politics of difference, every group in Kenya should be 
entitled to their specific traits and further recognized for these traits. At the same time these 
groups should have equal rights like every other group in the country and no one should be 
favored. However, this is not the case in Kenya, and this is what Maathai is also debating 
against. As mentioned earlier, these ethnic divisions were intensified early on in colonial times 
which was clearly exemplified with the dismantling of the East African Association in 1925 by 
the British Native Commissioner because of the fact that they could not accept a multi-tribal 
political association. 
 
Maathai argues that these perceptions of difference in the minds of the Kenyan people have 
started many horrible confrontations and caused multiple conflicts. Throughout the entire 
memoir Maathai refers to this problem. In 1979, for example, Maathai explains that the newly 
“elected” president, Daniel Arap Moi, carried out “ethnic” politics. Being a kalenjin, Maathai 
argues, he wanted to reduce the influence of Kikuyus in all political aspects, which also included 
leadership of voluntary organizations. This meant that Maathai was not elected as chairman of 
the National Council of Woman of Kenya.326 She also refers to the problem of ethnic division 
in regards to her candidacy for president saying that the opposition to her candidacy was partly 
due to her ethnicity and highlights the accusation of her being a tribalist. Additionally, Maathai 
emphasizes the severity of the conflicts: “Politicians stir people up and give them reasons to 
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blame their predicaments on people from other ethnic groups.” […] “[which has] cost many 
lives and many years that could have been used to promote development.”327 
 
This clarifies her strong opposition to the lack of recognition when it comes to differences. The 
dilemma of equal rights and the politics of difference lies here in the fact that equal rights can 
never be understood as one homogenous mould giving the exact same rights to every group in 
Kenya, as the different groups will need different recognition in the aspect of being different. 
This Maathai recognizes in the fact that she speaks in favor of old traditions and tribal 
languages that are all different, but which should be equally recognized. She has, for example, 
promoted the coexistence of languages in elections, in which election material should be 
translated into the different languages and dialects, hence not excluding anyone. This is the only 
way to have fair elections, she has highlighted. However, simultaneously she promotes a mutual 
platform in which the different groups do have mutual goals, and hence should be given equal 
rights, at the same time as keeping their uniqueness and differences. Maathai does this, as 
mentioned previously, by promoting associations such as The Tribal Clashes Resettlement Volunteer 
Service, which she was part of establishing, in which youth football clubs help quell violence, and 
where adults can discuss non-violence with youngsters, and where women can be activated in 
tree nurseries, which they are sharing with other communities and ethnic groups. This is also a 
goal of the Green Belt Movement which is seen in the seminars of the Green Belt Movement, 
in which Maathai promotes a nation where people are different, but nonetheless focus on the 
things that bring them together, and on the creation of a new Kenyan identity. We will return to 
this later. 
 
It is hence clear that the way Maathai throughout the book has structured her arguments for the 
promotion of diversity and equal rights, is by also having referred to the tragedies that follow 
from ethnic fights, and then continuing the book with solutions towards the end explaining the 
importance of having common objectives and a joint platform.  
 
The Complex Setting for Societal Change in Contemporary Kenya 
Contemporary Kenya - and by extension the individual Kenyan citizen - is still marked by a 
colonial past that has proven very hard to shake. In both profound and complex ways the 
micro- and macro-level changes brought on by colonial rule have altered the life worlds of the 
Kenyan people and the structure of the Kenyan country – a country that, ironically, would 
never have come into existence (as we know it today) without the colonizing efforts of the 
British. To discuss Kenyan development today, one has to take into consideration the 
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complexity of the historical sedimentation of colonial influence in the country. By 
understanding that some of the major political and societal issues that need to be addressed in 
Kenya are rooted in the nation’s colonial past, Kenyans are aided in the analysis and resolution 
of these issues. The main colonial issues that continue to reverberate in the present all have to 
do with Kenya being a split nation. The colonial rulers certainly did not pursue efforts to unite 
the Kenyan people and neither did the post-colonial regime. Divisive land-ownership issues 
caused by colonial legislature, corruption, and ethnic divisions furthered by segregation, 
propaganda, work-structures, and favoritism are some of the main issues that need to be 
addressed. 
  
The independent Kenya that came into being in 1963, and deteriorated with the insertion of 
President Moi in 1979, did very little to overcome the splitting of the Kenyan people and in 
some instances – as previously mentioned -  went to great lengths to actually intensify ethnic 
divisions and ethnic clashes in Kenya. Ethnic politics, corruption, and oppressive means of 
governmental rule came into play and in many ways – as Wangari Maathai has also indicated – 
the Kenyan society consequently became a more unstable, fearful and subjugated national 
realm. While the post-colonial Kenyan government certainly found inspiration in the means of 
governance by which the British colonial forces had run the country prior to independence, it 
evolved its own unique instruments and methods of oppression. These governance issues, 
which have substantiated the subjugation and division of the Kenyan people, and ultimately the 
grave responsibility the Kenyan government has in terms of the present day societal situation in 
Kenya also need to be taken into consideration. So what can be done to correct some of the 
current problems of corruption; of environmental disregard; of misgovernance, of poverty; of 
political unaccountability and non-transparency; of existential trauma; of disempowerment; and 
of ethnic division? According to Wangari Maathai, solving the problems of individual 
disempowerment and ethnic division holds the solution to the residual matrix of societal 
complications that need to be overcome. As we shall see in the following, empowering the 
individual Kenyan, and uniting the Kenyan people across ethnic barriers entails the promise of 
a collective determination so strong that it may severely influence and alter the political, social, 
and environmental state of affairs in contemporary Kenya. 
 
National-building and National Unification 
Because of the history of the Mau Mau rebellion and the relative lack of national unification in 
facilitating independence, the post-colonial Kenyan situation is far from the one envisaged by 
Fanon. Since independence was never the result of a national struggle unifying the Kenyan 
people across ethnic barriers, the Kenyan basis for post-colonial nation-building is far more 
brittle. As a consequence, a shift from a national culture to a social consciousness has not 
WANGARI MAATHAI   104/125 
 
 
happened in Kenya, and while a sense of national struggle and national purpose might have 
been involved in the liberation of the country, it was still mainly the Kikuyu who rose to the 
occasion. There were also Kenyans who supported the status quo (“the loyalists” and the home 
guards), and the Mau Mau – who according to Wangari Maathai were the country’s freedom 
fighters – were condemned in certain circles and seriously lacked general support. Moreover, 
the use of violence – so hailed by Fanon – only seemed to divide Kenyans further. When 
independence was finally achieved, the country was therefore as split as ever and contrary to 
Fanon’s theories, the armed fight for independence in Kenya had manifested very little proof of 
a national culture. Ultimately the lack of unification that was uncovered during the 
revolutionary struggle in the late 1950s has continued to mark the Kenyan society and it 
remains an issue today.  
 
Lack of unification is one of the most crucial constraints in Kenyan nation-building today and it 
remains so not least due to extensive ethnic differences. Just like Fanon - who wants to devise a 
new way of speaking about race - Maathai aims at a new way of talking about ethnicity. But 
whereas Fanon writes mainly from a collective perspective in his work The Wretched of the Earth, 
Wangari Maathai focuses on what she (and by extension all people) can do, to help build a 
nation. She does so by talking specifically about the achievement of a sense of national purpose 
and individual responsibility grounded in a general humanist doctrine that transcends myopic 
ethnic considerations. However, while she takes her point of departure at the personal level, 
stressing the responsibility of the individual, she is also very much aware that questions of 
nation-building are linked very much with societal, religious, and political macro-level 
developments and that a shift in the political culture of the country is needed as well. It has 
been 45 years since Kenya achieved independence, and while the legacy of colonialism surely 
remains partially responsible for the state of affairs in Kenya, the Kenyan government has to 
assume an overwhelming degree of responsibility too. The battle for multi-partyism and 
democracy has proved that there is hope in terms of national unification, but there are also 
indications, as Wangari Maathai explains, of community and ethnicity-based tendencies of 
preferential treatment - proof that Kenyan politics has assumed the characteristics of an ethnic 
battle for scarce resources.    
 
Also on the macro-level, we find issues such as the environment, religion, infra-structure, 
health-care, education, employment, economy, legislature etc. all of which influence Kenyan 
development and not least the life situation of the individual Kenyan citizen. But while the 
Kenyan government and the Kenyan elite have a huge responsibility, as Wangari Maathai points 
out, in terms of addressing these issues, the Kenyan population has a proportionate 
responsibility. They just have to realize that this is the case – they have to realize that actions 
matter. Wangari Maathai’s point is that nation-building – although seemingly a political issue in 
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the hands of the elite – is actually an individual and collective responsibility. This is the case, 
because people actually – as Maathai demonstrates – have the power to radically influence 
politics and macro-level developments. Instead of passive-aggressively feeling betrayed by the 
new government, the Kenyan people must take an active role. And instead of blaming 
colonialism for the present misery in Kenya and waiting for the Westerners to right their 
wrongs, the Kenyan people must resist victimizing themselves and take action. Along with the 
Green Belt Movement, Wangari Maathai provides the ideologically clear opposition to the 
corrupt African government, and invites the Kenyan people to take action and unite across 
ethnic barriers. In this sense the issue of nation-building is placed in the hands of the Kenyan 
people and they are challenged to overcome their ethnic differences and to sound a unified and 
empowered voice of Kenyan nationhood. In the following, we shall discuss this in more detail. 
 
Psycho-existential Neurosis 
In light of the immense efforts put into the description and analysis of colonial psycho-
existential neurosis by Fanon, – and the fact that he has dedicated a whole book to the subject 
(Black skin, White Masks) - it is very significant that Wangari Maathai spends so little time 
addressing the traumas of the native Kenyan people who after all have been subjected to a vast 
array of oppressive colonial processes such as for instance, the identificational law Kipande, the 
slandering of their cultural heritage, the degradation and replacement of their indigenous 
languages, and their inferior civil status in comparison to the white settlers and rulers. She does 
in fact, address some of the traumas caused by colonization but only in the passing and only to 
allow for a pragmatist solution of what she sees as the core problem involved with colonial 
traumatization – disempowerment.  
 
It is almost 45 years since Kenya became independent, and while a certain segment of the 
Kenyan population might still in fact be severely affected by the historical era of colonialism 
and its complex matrix of  individual and societal implications, Maathai seems rightfully aware 
that it makes no sense anymore blaming all of the country’s problems on the legacy of 
colonialism – least of all the mental inertia and stagnation – or rather passivity – of the Kenyan 
people in terms of radically influencing political and societal processes in the country. Many 
Kenyans today have been brought up in a post-colonial setting unlike the setting described by 
Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks (a colonial setting) and although Kenyan society might still 
remain influenced structurally, politically, and in terms of social stratification by colonial 
historicity, they have found themselves face to face with some very different existential 
problems compared to those described by Fanon. Their lives undoubtedly have been touched 
immensely by the legacy of colonialism, but to a much greater extent they have been marked by 
the oppressive efforts of the post-colonial government; the constant fear of governmental 
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reprisals and its complete disregard for basic human rights. And most of all they have been 
marked by an enormous sense of betrayal and a dispiriting abuse of national potential 
impossible to overlook. However, any trauma caused by the post-colonial government has not 
come into existence on the basis of their skin color since in post-colonial Kenya it is black 
people oppressing other black people - this is an important difference, and limiting factor in 
terms of the applicability of Fanon’s psycho-analytical theories in a Kenyan context. The 
terminus a quo however, is somewhat the same, and Maathai astutely identifies the main post-
colonial problem as one of disempowerment which – in terms of its implications - roughly 
translates to Fanon’s sense of psycho-existential neurosis. Like Fanon, her existential 
philosophy is one of personal responsibility and in terms of combating disempowerment it 
naturally follows, as Fanon argues, that the first action is reaction. But whereas Fanon tends to 
focus on how black people have been victimized throughout the historical era of colonialism, 
Wangari Maathai cleverly refrains from alluding to any obvious colonial modes of victimization. 
She never portrays herself as being traumatized, neither by the colonial or the post-colonial 
regimes simply because the traumatized is ultimately a victim and because she, herself, does not 
want to be a victim. In terms of empowerment, this is pivotal since the predefined role of a 
victim is characterized by passivity and subservience. In her capacity of being a public person - 
and her deliberately not taking on the role of a victim - she sends a very clear and ubiquitous 
message to the Kenyan people about rising up and defying their self-reproducing and 
debilitating images of being victims of society. And by doing so, they may indeed influence their 
present situation and contribute to the building of a nation. As Wangari Maathai illustrates very 
adequately in the book, the simple act of taking action can be very empowering, and this line of 
thinking links very much with Fanon’s idea that to be free mentally and physically, one must 
take an active role in achieving one’s freedom.328 Wangari Maathai however, is much more 
concrete in voicing this view. 
 
Like Fanon, Maathai depends on an existentialist philosophy that takes its departure in the 
theorem that existence precedes essence and that people have the capacity to define themselves 
and to disregard external influences. Wangari Maathai, however, does not focus on the 
psychological processes involved but rather on pragmatist means of overcoming 
disempowerment and passiveness via a critical approach to the “self”. In this sense, Wangari 
Maathai’s primary message is that the first action is self-reflection. For people to liberate 
themselves from their debilitating traumas they must engage in introspection and come to the 
realization that they actually have a responsibility and that in both direct and indirect ways they 
are contributing elements in the causal scheme of processes leading to their current life-
situation. She focuses on the fact that the Kenyan people have a responsibility in terms of the 
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very damaging environmental, societal, and political developments in the country but also 
instills hope that with the contribution and unification of individuals, significant collective 
results can be achieved. This is apparent with the many examples of how Wangari Maathai and 
the people around her have bravely and defiantly stood up against the post-colonial 
government with great success. Concurrently she invites both the younger generations in Kenya 
and especially the older Kenyan generation that has been touched directly by colonialism and 
the dominant, paternalist colonial system that did not allow Africans any participation in 
political and legislative decisions, to realize that a political and social awareness is a necessity in 
terms of furthering Kenyan development. 
 
Alienation 
Her insistence on refusing to be victimized and to help other Kenyans realize that actions 
matter – and that they are indeed empowering and liberating – is tremendously significant. It 
instills in the reader a hope and a renewed sense of faith in the potentiality of individual 
responsibility, unification and the collective address of developmental issues. If the Kenyans are 
to influence radically the path of the current political and societal developments in Kenya today, 
a critical mass of the Kenyan people have to become aware of their civic responsibilities and 
realize that they can actually influence democratic, environmental, societal, and judiciary aspects 
of Kenyan society. In order to do so, they must – as Wangari Maathai explains - break the 
passive cycle of victimization and of blaming individual misfortunes solely on colonialism. By 
doing so, they may actively refuse being over determined by a historically, politically, and 
socially infused sense of victimization that otherwise will continually reproduce itself. As 
Wangari Maathai explains, people have a personal responsibility, and in fact many positive 
aspects such as for instance Christianity and education have come into existence because of 
colonialism, so she advises a nuanced perspective on the legacy of colonialism.     
    
Wangari Maathai seems very much aware throughout Unbowed, and in her environmental and 
political career, that empowering the Kenyan people is far from easy. One particular psycho-
existential battlefield that she rightfully addresses is the Kenyan cultural sphere. While the 
present situation in Kenya is not characterized by the Fanonian substructure of black people 
wearing white masks, the degradation and consequent dismissal of indigenous cultures and the 
assimilation of colonial means of cultural signification have definitely marked the Kenyan 
people. Kenyans have assimilated Western religion329, language and culture to a large extent, but 
                                                 
329 Religious differences – as history has shown – can be divisive but they might also help unification across ethnic 
barriers. In Kenya Christianity exists side by side with Islam, Hindu and Native Beliefs but the extent to which the 
introduction of foreign religions has indeed intensified or diminished ethnic barriers is difficult to say. Christianity 
for instance, might have intensified cross-cultural unification and solidarity within the Christian community, but it 
may in fact also introduce new divisions based on religion into the Kenyan society.  
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in the post-colonial setting mimicry and alienation – as understood by Fanon - are no longer 
viable terms. Wangari, for instance does not want to be white, she wants to be Kenyan – and 
there is no alienating dualism in her deliberate adherence to both Western and traditional 
Kenyan means of cultural identification. Wangari Maathai does not feel alienated because of her 
exposure to Western culture and, contrary to what Fanon suggests, there seems to be no 
intensified inferiority complex in her due to her being a black scholar educated in the West. On 
the contrary, she seems very self-assured and empowered (not least due to her education abroad 
which has benefited her immensely).  
 
Wangari Maathai acknowledges that a collective inferiority complex exists due to the 
degradation of native beliefs, values, traditions, folklore, and not least languages (which we shall 
return to shortly). She talks indirectly about alienation, but not the existential alienation 
resulting from being split into dual worlds and never being accepted due to the obviousness of 
the individual’s racial epidermal scheme. The alienation that Wangari Maathai addresses is 
cultural alienation – or the estrangement from local values, beliefs, traditions and other means 
of communitarian identification and knowledge. This alienation has further eaten away at the 
pillar of pride and potentiality in the individual Kenyan citizen; has lead to further paralysis; and 
has made the Kenyan population more docile, tolerable and acceptant of pressure from above 
(i.e. the post-colonial government). Furthermore, it has lead the Kenyan politicians and the 
societal elite – who are highly Westernized (and therefore to some extent culturally alienated) 
individuals – to engage in acts of corruption, nepotism, and favoritism at the expense of the 
Kenyan people with whom they no longer feel any direct kinship. Put differently, they have 
been alienated from the values of their people and consequently from the people themselves – 
an alienation that, according to Wangari Maathai,330 leads to misgovernance and government 
resource abuses.    
 
With regards to language, Wangari Maathai – like Kenyan author Ngugi Wa Thing’o331 - seems 
very adamant about speaking up for the protection of local languages. According to her, the 
renewed use and acceptance of local languages may effectively combat cultural embarrassment 
and any inferiority complexes related to the undermining of local languages and thus help in the 
processes of empowerment. However, Wangari Maathai does not go into depth with the 
language discussion. She merely states that languages are important carriers of cultural contents 
and she never addresses the complications that multi-lingualism pose in terms of national 
                                                 
330 Maathai, 2005, Interview 
331 "Language carries culture and culture carries (particularly through orature and literature) the entire body of 
values by which we perceive ourselves and our place in the world." Ngugi Wa Thion’go. (Decolonizing the mind). 
Unlike Wangari Maathai, Ngugi Wa Thing’o is also very adamant about cultural intellectuals writing in their local 
languages.  
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unification. There are, as we have remarked earlier on, 61 languages spoken in Kenyan, and it is 
not a far-fetched idea to suggest that this fact may indeed further marginalize groups332 of 
indigenous communities and complicate inter-communitarian communication as well as the 
resolution of cultural or ethnic barriers. If culture is the symptom of language, and there are not 
one – but 61 – languages in Kenya, how can a national culture and a sense of national unity 
evolve? Wangari Maathai - who has adopted the English language to near perfection - never 
answers this question. She only - but quite relevantly - points to a restoration of pride and 
respect for native languages as a means of combating disempowerment.333 If every Kenyan 
citizen were to speak English a homogenization of the Kenyan people and Kenyan culture in 
general might presumably take place and it might even help the Kenyan people overcome 
severe cultural differences. However, this would most likely involve the further loss of 
important Kenyan cultural aspects and values, and one could argue – as Wangari Maathai does 
– that those cultural differences could be overcome by an open-mindedness towards cultural 
diversity, that wouldn’t entail any significant cultural losses. The language-issue therefore 
remains highly problematic.  
    
Culture/Identity/Hybridity  
While, as Fanon suggests, reviving the myths, folklore, traditions, and beliefs of pre-colonial 
Kenya might not change very much in the lives and routines of Kenyans today, Wangari 
Maathai – like Fanon – suggests that there might be significant amounts of cultural pride, 
valuable knowledge, and communitarian understanding involved with keeping local means of 
cultural signification alive and vibrant. Not only does she see great wisdom and an assuring 
promise of renewed self-esteem in the local cultures, she also recognizes a potential for cultural 
unification. By writing Unbowed, Maathai invites Kenyans to rejoice in the rediscovery and 
reaffirmation of their cultural heritage and to find assurance in the fact that great wisdom, 
dignity and respect was embedded in the cultural practices of pre-colonial Kenyan society. She 
also links culture with issues of identity and self-esteem, and in this way elevates the discussion 
of individual and personal empowerment to also encompass culture. In the essay Bottle-Necks of 
Development in Africa, Maathai sums up the point about cultural empowerment very eloquently:  
 
The African people's heritage is their historical record which has been passed from 
one generation to another and which directs communities in times of peace, insecurity 
and in times of birth, life and death. This heritage gives them self-identity, self-
                                                 
332 Native communities in Kenya unable to speak English become further marginalized and disempowered by the 
fact that they cannot participate in discourses of politics and might have difficulties gaining insights into political 
and societal developments.  
333 This point is further explicated in the essay Bottle-Necks of Development in Africa.  
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confidence and self-respect. It allows them to be in harmony with their physical and 
spiritual environment. It is the basis for their personal peace, or lack of it.”334  
 
In other words, culture – and ultimately a sense of cultural and, by extension, communitarian 
belonging – is very important in terms of Wangari Maathai’s proposed aim of empowering the 
Kenyan population.  
 
With regards to modern Kenya, there can be no doubt that a return to the old cultural values, 
traditional customs, and ways of life is at best a romantic, Western idea or utopian proposition. 
It is highly doubtful that a critical mass of Kenyans today would find any interest whatsoever in 
severing all their Western ties, and creating a nation purely in the spirit of the old cultures.  
Wangari Maathai too, seems very appreciative of some of the Western influences in her life, and 
the introduction of Western (or Christian) values and education – but she also discourages 
uncritical adaptations of Western cultural paradigms. Nonetheless, she is in many ways the 
symbiosis of Western and traditional Kenyan sets of cultural (and political) values and she sees 
no apparent dilemmas or complications stemming from this symbiosis. In fact, she elevates the 
discussion to encompass society as a whole and ultimately promotes the peaceful co-existence 
of cultures or even the hybridization of cultures. Unlike Fanon, she does not speak for the 
creation of a single homogenous national culture which, under all circumstances, is difficult to 
achieve in the complex ethnic setting of Kenya. Wangari Maathai will much rather speak of a 
common national purpose and national pride, than a common national culture.335 Furthermore, 
Maathai seems to differ from Fanon in that she is convinced that national struggles do not 
inevitably necessitate violence. On the contrary, she is convinced that empowerment comes in 
the form of non-violent struggles and the firm but peaceful symbolic power of unification. Of 
course, once again she and Fanon speak from different positions – one addressing colonialism 
and the other post-colonial issues of governance – but Wangari Maathai has demonstrated her 
point very convincingly in Unbowed, and has shown very clearly that peaceful means of national 
struggle can lead to significant results.   
 
Wangari Maathai’s line of thinking is much more compatible with Homi K. Bhabha’s notion of 
cultural hybridity and the gradual renegotiation of culture through an openness towards and 
acceptance of difference where a unique and new sense of cultural understanding and unity 
emerges from the overlap and interactive spheres between different cultures that continually 
                                                 
334 Maathai, 1995:18 
335 Maathai’s idea can much more easily be linked with Fanon’s notion of the post-colonial transcendence from a 
national culture to a “social” and “political consciousness”.  
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interact.  Via her experiences abroad – specifically in Germany – she has come to realize that 
there should be no conflict between different means of cultural significance and that they can 
coexist or even merge thus becoming something entirely new. She speaks in favor of cultural 
diversity and advocates openness towards cultural heterogeneity and her own life seems to be a 
very compelling disproof of Fanon’s idea that existential alienation is the inevitable result of 
Western cultural assimilation by black colonial peoples. In many ways, it seems that Wangari 
Maathai is a successful example of a hybrid cultural individual that manages to embody the dual 
aspects of both Kikuyu and Western cultures without any apparent complications. Not least her 
wedding, her ability to work closely with rural communities, and her seemingly unproblematic 
symbiosis of Western and indigenous values seem to prove this point.336   
 
Despite Fanon’s insistence that any given nation is grounded in a national culture, there seems 
to be no proof of a national culture in Kenya – not even in the pre-colonial Kenyan setting. A 
hybrid approach to culture in Kenya therefore seems very reasonable - especially given the 
country’s complex history of multi-culturalism and its ambivalent geographical origination. 
Especially in light of the many ethnic differences that continue to plague the country, it seems a 
very astute observation that cultural differences (and their ethnic implications) should be 
gradually overcome by open-minded and unprejudiced cross-cultural interactions. Since ethnic 
prejudices, envy, historically embedded animosity, and geographical, employment, and social 
and demographic divisions – further exacerbated by colonialism and the post-colonial regime – 
continue to complicate the quest for national unification and the achievement of a sense of 
national culture (or more importantly a national purpose), Wangari Maathai’s ideas of cultural 
openness and the transcendence of ethnic difference via the establishment of a common 
ground and purpose, seems very reasonable.  
 
Wangari Maathai’s philosophy for Kenyan development rests on the assumption that 
ideological consensus can actually be achieved and that the Kenyan people are similar to the 
extent that they basically have common goals and visions for Kenya – or that deliberate 
processes of creating political and social awareness might open their eyes to mutually 
beneficiary common purposes that cannot be denied. Presumably, this philosophy is grounded 
in her exposure to Western values of democracy and a universal humanism which ultimately 
takes it for granted that man is intrinsically good and means well. While this line of thought is 
                                                 
336 Again however, we have to remind ourselves that post-colonial Kenya (which is predominantly black) is 
somewhat different from the (black and white) colonial scenario addressed by Fanon at the time of his theoretical 
writings. For Fanon, the Black man’s alienation has to do with him being split between typically “black” or 
“native” ways on the one hand and typically “white” or “Western” ways on the other, and never being able to 
achieve anything more than a “hallucinatory” form of whiteness. This split into dual personality is what Fanon 
refers to as alienation. Wangari Maathai – albeit in a predominantly black context -demonstrates that there need 
not be any complications involved with the assimilation of Western values by peoples of post-colonial nations.       
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definitely very sympathetic, reality might indeed be more complex and while she herself has 
successfully created collective support for democratic and environmental causes, it remains to 
be seen if unified struggles for other important issues such as for instance land-ownership, 
gender discrimination, and favouritism can be overcome without any major religious, cultural or 
ethnic complications. Land ownership issues have never been fully addressed and may be 
difficult to overcome simply by addressing cultural differences. In this regard, it seems relevant 
that legislative and diplomatic steps must be taken. Social stratification in Kenya – and the 
unification across barriers of class - also remains problematic as do gender differences, sexism 
and misogyny. These barriers in terms of unification might require a complete dismantling of 
certain cultural elements embedded in Kenyan society. At least it seems very doubtful that the 
Kenyan people might effectively stand together as long as women and men are unable to 
resolve their differences and be supportive of each other.  
 
Wangari Maathai’s own - and very successful - work with the Green Belt Movement 
establishing inter-communitarian work relations provides an indication that the creation of a 
common ground or a sense of common purpose is a main component in the societal 
development in post-colonial Kenya. Furthermore in terms of national unification and the 
creation of a basis for collective influence, hybridized notions of cultural identity have to come 
into existence. Specifically, in terms of preventing narrow ethnic concerns to further divide the 
Kenyan people, a hybridized cultural understanding – one that encompasses both the pre-
colonial, colonial, and post-colonial past as well as the liminal present - has to come into 
existence. As opposed to Fanon, Maathai seems very much aware, however, that the creation of 
a national culture is a very complex matter in Kenya due to the tribal and ethnic composition of 
the Kenyan population and that the overcoming of cultural differences is not a minor obstacle 
that can be easily dealt with. Paradoxically – due to the undermining of pre-colonial cultural 
differences and the homogenizing effects of the introduction of the English language by 
colonialism– it may in fact be easier for the Kenyan people to unite culturally than would 
otherwise have been the case. This, however, is purely speculation since there probably 
wouldn’t have been a similar Kenyan nation today if the African continent had never been 
touched by colonialism.  
 
The most important point put forth by Wangari Maathai about culture, is that Kenya stands 
before an opening in terms of redefining themselves culturally, and that this opening should 
involve a very conscious eclectic process. For Wangari Maathai, culture too can be approached 
in a very deliberate, open-minded, and pragmatic way, and both pre-colonial, colonial, and post-
colonial cultural elements should be considered objectively in terms of their individual and 
collective significance and meaningfulness. While the Kenyan cultural heritage might enhance 
Kenya’s; “[…] capacity for self-leadership, decision-making and self-guidance”, and ultimately 
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ensure; “[…] peace at the personal […] and community level337”, there are also positive aspects 
to Western cultural introductions into Kenya – and they should therefore not necessarily be 
discarded. This idea is very noteworthy, in that it does not exclude any cultural means of 
signification simply based on facts of historicity or association. As long as those cultural 
substructures taken into consideration are viable, meaningful, and contributory in terms of 
Kenyan development and unification, it should not matter whether they are rooted in 
indigenous or colonial traditions.   
 
The Third Space 
So how can cultural diversity or cultural hybridity come into existence in Kenya when the 
country is still plagued by ethnic divisions and ethnic differences on the one hand and an 
ambivalent attitude towards its colonial past on the other? Wangari Maathai seems to have an 
idea, although she never specifically or directly addresses the issue. Her approach to cultural 
hybridity takes its point of departure in her work with the Green Belt Movement although her 
writing the book Unbowed is definitely also a significant contribution. In terms of effectively 
providing a mental sphere for the negotiation of cultural difference, Wangari Maathai – in 
simplified terms – can be seen as the creation of a Bhabhaian Third Space as we have already 
talked about in the analysis. Indeed, for Kenyans to overcome their ethnic and cultural 
differences there has to come into existence an atmosphere of reciprocal acceptance and open-
mindedness. Kenya must create an environment for the transcendence of cultural barriers – not 
necessarily to wipe out cultural differences – but to allow a mutual understanding and a mutual 
sense of common purpose to evolve. As Maathai’s Green Belt Movement has proven this can 
be done, but it does involve many problems in a geographically non-mobile, stratified and 
historically strained country such as Kenya. The Kenyan government has to be inventive in 
creating this space, since such a mental sphere is a rather abstract phenomenon. However, as 
the efforts of the Green Belt Movement has proven, mutually beneficiary projects that 
deliberately cut across ethnic and cultural barriers and force people in different communities to 
resolve their differences and work together might be a universal answer to the issue of cultural 
negotiation in contemporary Kenya. In light of the continued ethnic turmoil in Kenya, this 
proposition seems very relevant. Furthermore, in terms of Wangari Maathai’s project of 
individual and collective empowerment, a Third Space that allows for cultural diversity to 
flourish and an unforced emergence of a hybrid notion of national culture might indeed prove 
relevant. By allowing people to cling to their cultural heritage; rejoice in their cultural affiliation; 
find pride and self-assurance in their cultural heritage while freely accepting alternative strains 
of culture, the Third Space can help empower the individual Kenyan as well as the collective. 
Furthermore, it may instill in the Kenyan people a sense of oneness, common purpose, and 
                                                 
337 Maathai, 1995:16 
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potentiality which is pivotal in terms of influencing the political agenda in Kenya and ultimately 
the future of Kenyan society. Communicative contact platforms have to be created, however, - 
for instance via the creation of new environmental or human rights NGOs - and they must be 
governed very diplomatically. If they are not, ethnic divisions might end up being intensified. 
     
 
Another important point is that a clarification and an efficient dispersal of declared objectives 
have to be achieved in order for the Kenyan people to influence the political and societal 
developments in the country. These objectives (such as for instance health care or education) 
have to be easily translatable into local and ethnic contexts and they must be incorporated – or 
rather rooted – in the dominant culture if they are to have any significant impact. For the 
Kenyan people to effectively stand together they therefore have to evolve a collective political 
and social awareness and a cultural understanding grounded in universally accepted political and 
societal doctrines which allow them to focus on a common purpose. As Wangari Maathai has 
proved, such a common purpose comes in the form of very clear and ideologically refined 
efforts that translate across ethnic and cultural barriers. 
 
 
Chapter 7: Conclusion 
Wangari Maathai, like so many other representatives of the Kenyan elite, is a complex bi-
product of Kenyan history and influence on the one hand and her Western education on the 
other. However, unlike a critical mass of Kenyan politicians and elite representatives, she has 
been immersed in conveying a universal humanist message of hope and common purpose to 
her fellow Kenyans – a message which she has further developed and refined by writing 
Unbowed, A memoir. Interestingly, as we have demonstrated, her memoir exhibits stylistic traits 
very characteristic of the autobiographical genre. This strategy of genre-mixture provides her 
with an effective communicational platform and gives her the room to auto-biographically 
establish who she is, use memoir stylistics - traditionally minded for political debates - to create 
a space for discussing contemporary Kenya and its current, but very historically grounded, 
problems.  
 
Unbowed, is structured in a way that effectively builds her arguments and strengthens her 
political points of view, and while it encompasses many different and diverse aspects of Kenyan 
development and Kenyan life, she successfully manages to turn Unbowed into a single holistic 
argument for responsible, transparent and democratic development of the Kenyan nation. 
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Furthermore, Maathai manages to build her political case, while at the same time creating a 
solid foundation for personal recognition. By the continual development of her persona and 
personal integrity, trustworthiness, accountability, and responsibility her life story convinces us 
that she deserves recognition. Furthermore, by presenting a very nuanced and organic 
perspective on Kenyan development and history; by detailing her achievements – political, 
environmental, and social –  and by continuously calling attention to her universal humanist 
philosophies, which can easily be accepted - she creates sympathy for her persona and by 
extension her developmental issues. While Unbowed, can definitely be seen as the enforcement 
of a single argument, in a sense her intentions behind writing Unbowed are revealed on two 
levels. On the personal level – for instance by refuting allegations and addressing personal 
criticism – she creates recognition that is supported further by her political, social, and 
environmental achievements. On the collective level, however, her intentions seem clearly to be 
to push the Kenyan people in an activist direction. By being a bright example herself, Maathai 
conveys a message with her memoir of individual and collective responsibility.  
 
On a large scale, Wangari Maathai is ultimately contributing to the establishment and formation 
of Kenya and Kenyan national identity. In line with the theoretical visions of post-colonial 
nation-building put forth by Fanon and Bhabha, Maathai – by writing Unbowed - actively  
participates in the narration of a the Kenyan nation; a process in which the Kenyan people - 
politicians and civilians - have a personal responsibility. However, in contrast to Fanon’s notion 
of nation, which is heavily inspired by a limited Western notion of homogeneity, Maathai 
promotes a diverse nation of multiple identities and languages in which the common platform 
lies in the aspect of striving for and working toward certain mutual goals.  
 
By writing Unbowed, Wangari Maathai ultimately breaks with the common Kenyan discourse and 
elevates it from pure anger against the West (the primary symbol of colonialism) to adapting 
Western tools and Western ideologies concerning governance. She does so, with reference to 
her own life and by demonstrating that alternate forms of discourses and cultural means of 
signification can co-exist and ultimately become something unique and meaningful. Her 
distinctiveness lies in exactly this mix of Western and traditional Kenyan discourses. At one and 
the same time, she is reverend of old Kenyan traditions, accepting of certain features of 
colonialism, and she also expresses admiration for some of the aspects of colonial culture and 
Western democratic philosophy, such as education, democracy, and human rights. However, 
Maathai does not adopt any forms of discourse imposed on her without critical reflection. In 
effect, she uses an idealized version of the Western discourse in terms of heralded values such 
as equality and human rights. In the West these values are not nearly as outspoken and refined 
as in Maathai’s development of them and today they are discussed and defined much less 
exhaustively in the West, as they have come to be taken for “granted” as integrated elements of 
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Western culture. Maathai praises these elements of basic democratic rights and elementary 
human rights and she uses them in developing a substantiated criticism of the post-colonial 
Kenyan governments. Moreover, she accuses the current government for not taking 
responsibility and for not having progressed and changed, but rather adopting colonial power-
relations thus reinforcing old imbalances. Her criticism, however, is not just a verbal assault on 
the government – it is constructive. And in her explication of constructive criticism, she speaks 
very concretely about change, and turns to both the political elite world and the Kenyan civil 
society. Responsibility lies in both camps and neither camp can passively stand their ground, 
blame others of their misery, and then do nothing. Change and improvement requires action, 
initiatives and a heightened sense of awareness. 
 
Wangari Maathai uses her reflexive fusion of different discourses to invite the Kenyan people 
to act, take responsibility, and help change their country for the better. Self-reflection, Maathai 
concludes, is the first step towards societal change, and this seems to be one of her most 
pervasive and important ideas in Unbowed and in her work with the Green Belt Movement. By 
taking her point of departure in the individual, Maathai develops a new way of transcending the 
Kenyan history of blaming others - of blaming colonialism and the elite for all current miseries 
- and instead focusing on pragmatic solutions that are readily identifiable and easy to take part 
in. Resting on the premise that societal change starts with the individual and that both political 
and societal change is initiated at the individual level, this move away from passive criticism and 
into activism and personal responsibility is one of the most important ideas in Unbowed.  
 
It is also very significant that Wangari Maathai focuses very concretely on what can be done to 
create a sense of personal and collective responsibility in Kenya, and that she addresses the 
traumatizing effects of both colonial rule and post-colonial governance. She demonstrates that, 
addressing the existential scars inflicted on the Kenyan people by colonialism, post-colonial 
misgovernance and ethnic conflicts have lead to division and paralysis, and in order to 
empower the Kenyan people these scars need to be addressed. Although far from 
uncomplicated, she proposes reinvigorating a sense of pride in local cultures and languages 
which is significant in that they – as Wangari Maathai demonstrates – are the source of identity, 
wisdom and a sense of belonging. By being a bright example of the immense power of the 
individual, and proving that actions matter and an alternative reality can come into being, 
Maathai empowers any Kenyan who reflects her or himself in Maathai as a public figure. 
Furthermore, what is significant here, is that Wangari Maathai focuses not only on Kenyans 
being reacquainted with their local means of cultural signification but that cross-cultural 
interaction and cross-cultural understanding should also be promoted. Given Kenya’s complex 
ethnic composure, the overcoming of ethnic difference in terms of national unification and a 
sense of common purpose is probably the most important focus in Unbowed. Although Kenya’s 
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problems are very complex and encompass political, environmental, economic, structural, 
legislative, and social issues, Wangari Maathai proposes national unification as the holistic 
means of addressing the issues. It may come across slightly naïve, but – if one takes for granted 
that the population of a country is the definite force in terms of influence and development – 
Wangari Maathai is actually right that unification and the creation of a common purpose is the 
main solution to Kenya’s current societal problems. However, ethnic barriers; historically 
embedded ethnic hate; land-ownership issues; religious differences; detrimental gender patterns, 
and language barrier issues might be problematic in terms of generating consensus and 
unification – so the question of national unification is indeed a complex one.     
 
Wangari Maathai proposes a general humanist open-mindedness towards other people and 
particularly other cultures, and she exemplifies very beautifully that there need not be any 
complications involved with the hybrid adoption of both Western and traditional Kenyan 
means of cultural signification. Maathai seems to presuppose that a humanist and altruistic 
existentialism lies at the heart of the Kenyan individual and that by tapping into this 
existentialism, common goals and purposes might naturally be developed. This presupposition 
is very honorable, but in Kenya where cultural, religious, and ethnic differences ultimately exert 
different normative pressures on different groups in society, it remains to be seen whether 
ideological unification can be achieved in those instances when it really matters.  
 
Wangari Maathai seems to believe that national unification via the creation of a common 
purpose is indeed a realistic goal, but unlike Fanon, she does not talk specifically about a 
homogenous national culture. Instead, – like Bhabha – she talks about cultural diversity and the 
emergence of hybridized notions of culture demonstrating that she is fully aware that the 
cultural complexity of Kenyan society defies any simplistic attempts at cultural homogenization. 
As we have discussed, Wangari Maathai recognizes that cultural estrangement and alienation 
can lead to disempowerment, but she defies the idea that there is an African or even a Kenyan 
cultural identity that can be revived and celebrated. Instead, a new culture has to come into 
existence – one that is deliberately constructed with reference to the past and situated in the 
present – one that serves the intents and purposes of the individual, the local Kenyan 
communities, and Kenyan society as a whole. Divisive differences have to be overcome while at 
the same time allowing for cultural diversity and the evolution of a new hybrid culture emerging 
from cross-cultural interactions.  
 
The proposed means of allowing such a hybrid culture to come into existence is very much in 
line with Bhabha’s notion of the Third Space. By writing Unbowed, Wangari Maathai invites the 
Kenyan citizen to attempt an understanding of the roots and causes of ethnic and cultural 
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division in Kenya and at the same time, she gives the reader a compelling recount of Kikuyu 
culture. In doing so, she opens up the realm of cultural negotiation and invites the Kenyan 
population to join in – a very important step in overcoming ethnic divisions. Furthermore, 
through her work with the Green Belt Movement, her focus on basic human rights, her 
political involvement, and her on-going efforts to educate and bring together the Kenyan 
population, she creates both physical and mental realms for the dispersal of culturally 
significant ideas and the resolution of cultural differences. Apart from the obvious political, 
social, and environmental results she has achieved throughout her life, this might indeed be one 
of her most important legacies.         
 
On a final and general note, Unbowed is a literary work that uncovers the very astute visions of a 
Kenyan woman whose life is tied very closely up with her political and environmental activism 
and whose pragmatist approach to Kenyan development has benefited the country immensely. 
Her holistic philosophies on Kenyan nation-building is grounded in her own political, social, 
and environmental work and indicates how environmental struggles tie perfectly up with 
national efforts of individual empowerment and the creation of a political and human rights 
awareness as well as a common purpose. It is an interesting insight into the life of a very 
prominent Kenyan woman, and an inspiring and encouraging developmental address to post-
colonial Kenya and a voice of hope for the Kenyan population.  
 
 
A new step has already been taken in Kenyan politics. In April 2008 Luo Raila Amolo Odinga 
entered government as Kenya’s prime minister, leaving President Mwai Kibaki, ethnically 
Kikuyu, to share his “power”. This new political way with two oppositional leaders governing 
together might be the first real step towards Wangari Maathai’s new Kenyan nation. In 
Odinga’s inauguration speech he talked about new times in which the new shared government 
would be “cracking down on corruption” moving away from ethnic divisiveness and standing 
together: “I want to tell our brothers. We should stop beating each other. We should stop 
killing each other. We should speak together as Kenyans.”338 The aspect of hope, initiative, and 
responsibility is there. However, will this be enough for the realization of a new Maathaian 
Kenya? – We have yet to discover.  
                                                 
338 http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2008/04/17/africa/AF-GEN-Kenya-Prime-Minister.php 
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